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ABSTRACT
Current educational theory and practice emphasize the importance of children's
ownership in the learning process. Ownership evolves from a combination of authentic
classroom experiences and student-made choices. Providing students with choices in
learning may appear to be a simple task; yet, many educators find it to be daunting. This
qualitative study describes one elementary literacy environment and the perception of
choice as experienced by the students and the classroom teacher.
The data for this study were collected from a sixth-grade classroom using a four
tiered approach including: classroom observations, student interviews, formal and
informal teacher interviews, and the collection of classroom artifacts. Classroom
activities observed during the data collection included: sustained silent reading, writing
time, literature studies, content area reading and writing, mini-lessons, activity time in
which students responded to various literature they read, and author’s comer. During the
latter portion of the study, nine of twenty-four sixth-graders were interviewed. These
interviews focused on student’s past literacy experiences, his/her reconstruction of
literacy events within the classroom setting, and his/her perception of those literacy
experiences.
The data illustrated four factors affecting the amount of input the sixth-graders
had in their learning: time, money, support, and community. Time constraints included
IX

both the planning for and implementing of student choice within the classroom
curriculum. Money emerged as a concern in that providing various materials and
resources to supplement individual student interests involves significant financial
investment. The teacher found administrative support a must for allowing her the
flexibility to implement student choice. Finally, the community of the classroom,
including the maturity of the students, has an impact in facilitating choice within a
classroom setting.
The students encountered a variety of learning situations, labeled as controlled
choice, framed choice, and open choice, which affected their ownership of the learning
process. Through the course of this study, it became apparent that educators need to find
a balance between controlling children’s choices in the classroom and allowing for total
choice. Consequently, in whole language classrooms, where choice is valued, there is a
continuum of choice which reflects the natural conditions of learning.

CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
“But now that I can see colors, at least sometimes, I was just
thinking: what if we could hold up things that were bright red, or bright
yellow, and he could choose? Instead of the Sameness.”
“He might make wrong choices.”
“Oh.” Jonas was silent for a minute. “Oh, I see what you mean. It
wouldn’t matter for a newchild’s toy. But later it does matter, doesn’t it?
We don’t dare to let people make choices of their own.”
“Not safe?” The Giver suggested.
“Definitely not safe,” Jonas said with certainty. “What if they
were allowed to choose their own mate? And choose wrong?
“Or what if,” he went on, almost laughing at the absurdity, “they
chose their own jobs?”
“Frightening, isn’t it?” The Giver said.
Jonas chuckled. “Very frightening. I can’t even imagine it. We
really have to protect people from wrong choices.” (Lowry, 1993, p. 98)

When it comes to allowing students to share in the responsibility for their own
learning, many educators, unfortunately, agree with Jonas (Lowry, 1993) in the above
passage. They feel that if children are given the opportunity to make choices about their
learning, they might make the wrong choices. Who is to say what are the right and the
wrong choices for children?
As a result of this lack of trust, students suffer the consequences. For example, a
common phrase heard upon a child’s return from school is “What did you do in school
today, honey?” More often than not. the reply usually centers around the fact that not
much was learned or that school was boring. Unfortunately, this type of thinking stems
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not from the student’s lack of initiative but from a teacher’s lack of shared ownership in
the learning process. Too often, educators assume full responsibility for student learning
at the expense of students learning to take part in and enjoy that same responsibility.
Richardson and Morgan (1994) suggest many teachers stress the cognitive domain of
learning rather than the affective domain. They state, “Students in kindergarten through
12th grade dwell in the affective domain; that is, feelings, emotions, and strong attitudes
are very much a part of almost every waking hour” (p. 34). In this scenario, educators
essentially ignore students’ reasons for wanting to leam and consequently ignore the
students’ part in the learning process. When educators stress the cognitive rather than the
affective domain, there is the possibility of communication breakdown.
The first step toward helping students take responsibility in their own learning is
made when educators begin reflecting about their classroom lessons. Kucer (1991)
stated, “The ability to link classroom-based literacy lessons with real-world, authentic
reading and writing experiences is critical if our instruction is to promote literacy
development in the children we teach” (p. 532). When a task is authentic, we view it as
real, genuine, and valuable. Yet, when we say we want authentic learning to occur in our
classrooms, the definition becomes blurred.
In schools, many learning situations are artificially contrived or, at the very least,
unlikely to happen outside of the four classroom walls. Younger children often complete
an assignment in order to please the teacher. Meanwhile, older students often complete
assignments to get a passing grade and ultimately pass the course. In these cases, the
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work is done to please the teacher not because the students feel they will benefit from the
learning. Situations such as these can be viewed as inauthentic.
When educators provide opportunities for students to discover similarities
between classroom practice and everyday decision-making, they are providing their
students with a sense of authenticity. Camboume’s (1988) conditions of learning serve as
a backdrop for authentic teaching and learning. Camboume describes seven conditions of
learning that must be present for literacy learning to occur: immersion, demonstration,
expectation, responsibility, use, approximation, and response. By basing these conditions
for learning on how children learn to speak in natural settings, not artificial settings such
as school, Camboume believes that children need to be immersed in literacy and be
provided with natural demonstrations of these literacy events. In this way, students will
see themselves as “real” readers and writers who have reasons and purposes for
communicating.
Along these same lines, Rhodes and Shanklin (1993) state that reading and
writing should be done for “.. .the same communicative purposes for which literacy is
used outside of school” (p. 69). In other words, reading and writing should be done to
communicate. Reading and writing for communication does not involve completing
reading or writing exercise pages; nor does it involve completing an assignment for the
sole purpose of handing it in to be graded. Once students begin to take control of their
reading and writing and use it to fit some of their own purposes, it becomes more
authentic. Goodman (1986) stated. “They [students] need to own the processes they use;
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to feel the activities are their own; not just schoolwork or stuff to please the teacher.
What they do ought to matter to them personally” (p. 31).
Rhodes and Shanklin (1993) suggest three ways for teachers to increase the
authenticity of their lessons: (a) provide students with literacy materials and
opportunities that let them use language cues in natural social contexts; (b) provide
students with choices; and (c) follow students’ leads. Of these three suggestions, the
issue of choice appears to be the most misunderstood. For the purposes of this study,
choice is defined as “.. .the voluntary act of selecting or separating from two or more
things that which is preferred; or the determination of the mind in preferring one thing to
another; selection” (McKechnie, 1983, p. 317). While there are many aspects of choice
in a typical school day, this study focuses on choices allowed for and made in the realm
of literacy and the literacy events of a classroom.
Choice should not be viewed as an either/or activity dictated to students by the
teacher. Rather, it should include allowing children the choice of materials they will use,
books they will read, activities they will engage in, and even the amount of time it will
take to complete the activities. It is through choices such as these that students develop a
sense of ownership in their learning.
With the advent of child-centered learning and constructivism, many educators
have provided for varying levels of choice within their classrooms. They have modeled
responsibility and gradually let students take more ownership of their learning. Yet,
many skeptics still ask how teachers have found the delicate balance between allowing
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for choice in their classrooms and still ensuring that learning is actually occurring.
Shannon (1991), when addressing the concept of whole language, stated:
Teachers do not lose control during whole language lessons. They share it. In a
real sense, they become more powerful forces in children’s lives because they are
willing to share authority and responsibility as both teachers and students become
actively engaged in making decisions based on their theoretical frameworks about
literacy, (p. 136)
Dudley-Marling (1995), when reflecting on his own attempts to introduce student
choice into his third-grade classroom, stated, “I understood that offering students control
over some of the decisions about their learning did not lessen my duty to ‘teach’” (p. 2).
He suggested that promoting student ownership in a classroom involves striking a
balance between student control and teacher support. When teachers offer too much
support, they take control of learning away from their students, but when they offer too
little direction, teachers deny students access to their voices and their individuality
(Dudley-Marling, 1995). He suggests that, as educators, we need to remember that
teaching can. and ideally should, be an atmosphere of shared authority. When teachers
offer students some semblance of control over their learning, it doesn't mean that the
teacher’s need to teach is lessened. What it can, and does, mean is that teachers need to
be able to nudge and provide guidance to their students.
Purpose of the Study
The cloudiness and vagueness of choice is present in classrooms everywhere; the
midwestem portion of the United States is no exception. The intent of this study was to

6

observe and interpret choice within the teaching and learning experiences in a particular
literacy environment. The primary focus is to describe perception of choice as
experienced by the students and the classroom teacher participating in classroom
interactions.
Research Questions
Specific questions of interest were: What is the classroom teacher’s perception of
how she facilitates choice in her language arts program? What does it mean for this
classroom teacher to allow for choice? What are her perceptions of policies and routines
that promote student choice? What are the students’ perceptions of how the teacher
influences choice? What do the students see as limitations of choice in a literacy
environment? What does the classroom teacher see as limitations of choice in a literacy
environment?
Limitations of the Study
One of the limitations of qualitative research is researcher bias (Siedman, 1991).
As a teacher educator, I am constantly looking for ways to improve my own teaching and
learning. One of the issues I struggle with on a daily basis is providing my students with
authentic teaching and learning experiences and encouraging them to share responsibility
in their learning. Consequently, my bias may be that my view of the process of authentic
teaching and allowing for choices may be shaped by my own experiences while I am in
the midst of refining my own teaching and learning.
A second limitation is the narrow scope of this study. I observed in one
classroom setting for a period of four months.
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Definition of Terms
Authentic. “Having a genuine original or authority in opposition to that which is false,
fictitious, or counterfeit; being what it purports to be; genuine; true: applied to things: as
an authentic paper or register” (McKechnie, 1983, p. 126).
Choice. “The voluntary act of selecting or separating from two or more things that which
is preferred; or the determination of the mind in preferring one thing to another;
selection” (McKechnie, 1983, p. 317).
Natural Learning. The process of learning in which students are highly engaged in the
learning process, and yet the primary responsibility for learning lies with the child. The
learning that is naturally engaged largely due to intrinsic motivation.
Negotiation. “The involvement of students in decisions about their learning and
behaviour” (Wilson and Wing Jan, 1993, p. 134).
Ownership. “Of or belonging to oneself or itself; individual; particular; to obtain
possession of what belongs to one” (Morris, 1981, p. 938).
Whole Language. “A way of thinking, teaching, and learning in a social community
where learners are continually supported to purposefully use language.. .in order to
inquire and to construct and evaluate their own understanding of texts and real-world
issues” (Routman. 1996. p. 41).
Summary
In the past, choice did not have a place in language arts programs. The classroom
teacher made all the decisions about student learning while the students completed their
assignments and didn’t question this authority. However, once educators began to realize
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that the experiences and interests of students help to motivate their learning, choice has
gradually been introduced into the curriculum. The following chapter outlines literature
that describes this philosophical shift in teaching language arts.

CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter presents a review of the literature pertaining to the concepts of
choice, ownership and authenticity within the realm of teaching and learning. The first
section of this chapter reviews literature directly related to authenticity and ownership in
elementary school classrooms. The remaining sections review literature that provides a
theoretical framework for the concept of authenticity. Specifically, the second section
will review literature explicating the transactional theory of literacy. The third section
reviews literature on whole language. These concepts are intertwined and can be viewed
as pieces of a large puzzle entitled, “Ownership in the Making.” They are all integral
components for defining authenticity, ownership, and choice.
Authenticity, Ownership, and Choices
Throughout history there has been an unbridged gap between learning
experienced in the home environment and that experienced at school. Learning at home is
generally done by the child for reasons that he/she deems important. On the other hand,
school learning is generally more contrived - an assignment or task completed by the
student because his/her teacher believes it is important. Harp (1991) believes the closer
learning in school resembles learning out of school, the more enjoyable it is for students
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and teachers. If classroom teachers hope to bridge the gap between home and school
learning experiences, they need to explore ways they can foster authentic learning within
the four walls of their classrooms.
Authenticity
We view something as authentic when it is “genuine” or “real.” Rhodes and
Shanklin (1993), as well as Edelsky, Draper, and Smith (1983), believe reading and
writing experiences in the classroom should be done for the same communicative
purposes inside school as outside school. They make a distinction between children
actually reading and writing and children completing reading and writing exercises to
meet the teacher’s needs. The difference between authentic and inauthentic tasks lies in
the student’s perception of its purpose. If an assignment is completed to receive a grade,
then it may be viewed as inauthentic.
Students authentically use language outside of school to say or understand
something (Goodman, 1986). Therefore, language use in school should follow that same
pattern if educators wish it to be considered authentic. Goodman states.
Authenticity is essential. Kids need to feel that what they are doing through
language they have chosen to do because it is useful, or interesting or fun for
them. They need to own the processes they use: to feel that the activities are their
own, not just school work or stuff to please the teacher. What they do ought to
matter to them personally, (p. 31)
Burke-Hengen (1995) suggests that one way to increase the authenticity of
classroom lessons is to actually take time and ask the students what they are thinking or
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wondering about. She combines reading and writing with social studies in a program
described as “literacy with a purpose” (p. 77). Basically, Burke-Hengen asks her students
to use reading and writing as tools to discuss and articulate what they see as personal and
societal issues in the social studies curriculum.
She states,
As whole language teachers we encourage our students in finding books that they
will want to read and in exploring topics of interest to them. The idea of learning
by doing while choosing topics of personal meaning is the same in social studies.
(Burke-Hengen, 1995, p. 76)
Although Burke-Hengen has apparently found a successful method for making her
lessons more authentic, many classroom teachers find this task immensely daunting.
Rhodes and Shanklin (1993) suggest three ways for teachers who struggle with these
issues to increase the authenticity of their literacy lessons: 1) provide students with
literacy materials and opportunities that let them use language cues in natural social
contexts, 2) provide students with choices, and 3) follow students’ leads (p. 71). Again,
these three tips appear to make a teacher’s job easier—however, giving up authority to
begin implementing these suggestions into a classroom may prove to be difficult.
In traditional classrooms, teachers are viewed as authority figures. They are the
ones who decide everything from the time schedule of the daily events, the number of
pages to be read in the textbook, and the topic for the day’s writing lesson. If educators
allow for authenticity to enter into lessons, they need to share some of this decision
making with the students. “The primary function of authority in a holistic learning
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community is not to control students or to require obedience, but to empower students to
take the initiative, think for themselves, and assume responsibility for their own learning”
(Peterson, 1992, p. 119).
It might be helpful for educators to observe students who come to school already
equipped with a sense of responsibility and confidence. Rhodes (1995) believes children
who develop characteristics of responsible independence and confidence often do so at
home rather than school. In school settings, teachers provide too much control and
support for readers. Rhodes stated, “In the process of doing too much for children, we
[teachers] delay the development of responsible independence, confidence, and
effectiveness that, I’m sure we would agree, are overarching goals for children’s
education” (p. 29). The teacher’s need to find a balance between offering too much or
too little support to students is reiterated by Dudley-Marling (1995). He states, “Too
much teacher support can result in teachers’ taking over responsibility for students’
learning. But without teacher support and direction students will always find it difficult
to exercise much control over their own learning” (p. 11).
Ownership
To find this balance of teacher support and student ownership, several authors
suggest that teachers share their authority with their students. A number of authors,
including Boomer (1992), Routman (1991), Shannon (1991), and Wilson and Wing Jan
(1993), use the term negotiation to describe the sharing of authority between a teacher
and students. Shannon believes whole language advocates, “...start from the premise that
literacy lessons are to be negotiations between and among students and teachers” (1991,
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p. 135). When educators invite students

. .to contribute to, and to modify, the

educational program, they [the students] will have a real investment both in the learning
journey and in the outcomes” (Boomer, 1992, p. 14). Wilson and Wing Jan report,
“Negotiation is the involvement of students in decisions about their own learning... .With
the teacher’s guidance, the students may make decisions about what, when, and how to
learn and why this learning is necessary” (1993, p. 55). Routman extends this idea of
negotiation to curricular issues, including the prescribed curriculum. She states:
.. .negotiating the curriculum also means finding our own answers for what should
be taught as well as working through problems in our own way. It means
deciding what to read and write and being able to make responsible choices and
decisions....Negotiation of the curriculum also means sharing the responsibility
for the learning with the learners. (1991, p. 18)
Camboume (1995) also suggests that educators share the responsibility for
learners with their students. He has coined the term "transformation" to describe the
process that occurs as students transform teacher demonstration or modeling into pieces
that are understandable to them. For example, when learners explain a concept in their
own words, they have transformed their knowledge-made that knowledge their own.
When teachers offer to share their authority with students, it doesn't mean that
their need to teach is lessened. In fact, teachers may spend more time observing children
at work and conferring with them to help make the most out of their learning. Goodman
(1986) states that teachers “.. .seek to create appropriate social settings and interactions,
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and to influence the rate and direction of personal learning.. ..teachers guide, support,
monitor, encourage, and facilitate learning, but do not control it” (p. 29).
Children’s ownership in their learning isn’t something that will, or even can,
occur without teacher support. One of the major factors that needs to be in place before
ownership can occur is trust between the teacher and the students (Camboume, 1988). If
this basic trust is not evident, the students will have a difficult time accepting that they
actually do have choices, and the teacher, most certainly, will have trouble letting go of
some of that power. Wilson and Wing Jan (1993) believe that this trust will ultimately
lead to teamwork between the teacher and students. They state, “.. .students and teachers
work together to decide actions that are acceptable to, and beneficial for, all participants”
(p. 56). Trust, therefore, is a vital ingredient in negotiated learning.
Framework for Movement Toward Ownership
To encourage ownership, teachers need to act as facilitators. They need to
encourage students to explore, experiment, and take risks. The classroom environment
and community should be structured so students feel free to pursue their own interests
and ideas. Peterson (1992) states, “Education is a liberating act, and helping students
overcome the domination of others is at the heart of teaching” (p. 123). He developed a
framework that describes the various types of learners within a classroom; it is modeled
after that of Belensky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule in Women’s Wavs of Knowing
(1986). As educators study Peterson's framework, they may recognize traits of various
student learners. The categories of silence, received knowledge, subjective knowledge,
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procedural knowledge, and constructed knowledge can be viewed as a way for classroom
teachers to facilitate students toward taking more responsibility for their own learning.
These categories can be utilized as

. .a framework for thinking about the

relationship between authority, empowerment, and learning” (Peterson, 1992, p. 123). In
the first category, silence, learners view themselves as the receivers of knowledge. They
look at the teacher as the person who knows everything and who will transfer that
knowledge to the students. In the second category, received knowledge, the learners view
themselves as capable of learning information and receiving it, but unable to create their
own knowledge. Within this framework, there is a gradual realization that knowledge
can come from within the learner. In the third category, subjective knowledge, the
learner begins the process of viewing himself/herself as an authority. At this stage,
he/she may begin to team up with people who share similar beliefs and practices. In this
way, they see themselves as learning from one another. Learners who fall within the
fourth category of procedural knowledge find value in learning. They view school as a
place where learning can. and will, make a difference in the world. In this stage, the
learners begin to see that it is important to not just accept knowledge at face value, but to
look beneath the surface and critique the knowledge to see how it all fits together.
Finally, the category of constructed knowledge includes learners who continue to see
themselves as creators of knowledge. In addition to this, however, they also value their
personal experiences and are able to see relationships between knowledge and experience.
Within any classroom, there are bound to be students moving from one category
to another. It is unrealistic to expect that all students will move through the categories at
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the same pace. Consequently, it is important to be aware of the five categories and how
they relate to individual students. If educators strive to help students move through the
categories from being a silent learner to a learner who views himself or herself as
constructing new knowledge, they must trust students to move at their own pace and take
responsibility for their learning.
Just as educators must be aware of the different styles of learners in their
classrooms, they must also be aware of their own curricular influences. In a study that
looked at student’s perceptions of writing in elementary classrooms, Hudson (1986)
identified a continuum of control. She states, “.. .classroom writing can best be seen
within a continuum of control, a balance of ownership tipped sometimes toward the
school curriculum and sometimes away from it and toward the child” (Hudson, 1986, p.
38). At one end of the continuum, student writing is more or less a response to the
curriculum or a teacher’s request. At the other extreme, student writing is perceived by
the student as being totally self-initiated and controlled by the learner. Hudson makes the
point that students are capable of assuming ownership of a piece even though it might
first have been perceived as an assignment. She states.
As children gain more control in the amount, content, and format of writing, they
are more likely to perceive it as their own even if a teacher has made the
assignment. In other words, the more they compose, the more likely they are to
assume ownership of a particular product. (Hudson. 1986. p. 65)
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Choice
Choice leads to ownership. By allowing students to make decisions important to
their learning, educators send the message that students are trustworthy and responsible.
Routman (1991) states, “Being able to make choices is an integral part of whole
language. Students and teachers must be free to choose their reading books and their
writing topics most of the time” (p. 18). To this end, it is important that educators relate
literacy learning back to their personal reading and writing lives. Atwell (1987), when
reflecting on her writing program, wrote, “I saw that the choices I made as a writer —
deciding how, when, what and for whom I’d write —weren’t options available to the
writers in my classroom” (p. 9).
Other educators have had the same experience, a sort of “Aha!” experience where
they suddenly see how stifling classroom reading experiences can actually be. DudleyMarling (1995), while teaching a class of third graders, wrote the following journal entry
on January 8, 1992:
Wayne had signed up to read The Stolen Horse, and when I asked him to read it
he said he changed his mind. At the time I told him that if he signed up to read
the book he had to finish it. Part of me feels that he should follow through but I
worry about his choice. Right now I feel justified on insisting that he finish this
book since he made the choice. But what I need to do is announce this “rule” to
the whole class, (p. 3)
When he reflected on this journal entry, Dudley-Marling found he was disappointed in his
decision to tell the child he had to finish reading the book. This disappointment came, in
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part, from realizing that his wife quit reading a book two-thirds of the way through
because it was making her “too sad.” He stated, “I did not insist that she continue”
(Dudley-Marling, 1995, p. 3).
If educators continue to reflect on their practice, as illustrated by Atwell and
Dudley-Marling, they will begin to see the relationship in the quality of work and the
decisions their students make about their learning. Moffett and Wagner (1992) state,
“Personal choice is at the center, not only so that the learner cares about what he is doing,
but so that good judgment will develop....” (p. 22).
When educators provide children with choices, they ultimately encourage student
ownership (Applebee, 1991, Graves, 1983, Hagerty, 1992, and Wilson and Wing Jan,
1993). Applebee describes the process as follows:
In writing, opportunities for ownership occur when topics call for students to
explore their own experiences and opinions, or to elaborate on a point of view. In
reading and literature, similar opportunities for ownership occur when students
are encouraged to develop - and defend - their own interpretations, rather than
being led to accept the teacher’s predetermined point of view. (1991, p. 554)
Reading and Writing Choices
When teachers share the responsibility for learning with their students, it does not
mean that children have the choice not to learn—there are still high expectations for
student learning. Camboume (1988) believes educators must display confidence and trust
in their students; at the same time they must demonstrate the belief that learning is
worthwhile. In the past, these learning expectations may not have been clear. The
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difference is that these expectations are now clear to both the teacher and the student.
The oft-asked question “Why do we need to know this?” is unnecessary in classrooms
where students are given ownership of their learning; they understand why they need to
know reading and writing conventions and often ask for help in utilizing these
conventions in their reading and writing.
In providing students with choices, educators still have the responsibility to plan
and assess student learning. Wilson and Wing Jan (1993) state, “They [teachers] need to
plan when and how the students’ progress and the program’s effectiveness will be
monitored, recorded, and reported” (p. 56). Other experts in the field (Graves, 1983,
Moffett and Wagner, 1992, and Atwell, 1987) suggest that providing students with
choices might actually create more work for the classroom teacher.
To cope with this increase in work load, Wilson and Wing Jan (1993) suggest
students be encouraged to negotiate aspects of their learning within three separate
categories: physical organization of the classroom, working conditions, and aspects of
their learning. Negotiations regarding the physical condition of the classroom include
such things as the seating arrangements, the placement of furniture, and the storage of
resources and personal materials. Included within the realm of working condition
negotiations are: how groups are formed, the timetable for assignments, classroom rules
and procedures, and the organization of classroom routines. Finally, students are
encouraged to negotiate particular aspects of their learning such as choosing a topic of
study and setting learning goals. Within this area, students also decide how that topic will
be researched, recorded, presented, and assessed. Students may also decide how to
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structure the learning situation by determining if work will be completed as individuals,
partners, cooperative groups, peer tutors, or cross-age tutors (Wilson and Wing Jan,
1993).
Although a framework for providing choice within a classroom setting is
available, individual teachers must still determine how this negotiation process will best
work in their own classroom. Extensive suggestions for encouraging children’s choice in
a literacy environment are present in the literature (Atwell, 1987; Dudley-Marling, 1995;
Graves, 1983; Hagerty, 1992; Moffett and Wagner, 1992; Routman, 1991; Searle and
Dudley-Marling, 1995; Stires 1995; Wilson and Wing Jan, 1993). Common elements in
these readings include the following:
•

providing students with time to actually read and write

•

stocking the classroom setting with authentic texts and writing materials

•

providing children with reading and writing materials which accommodate
varied interests and levels

•

encouraging children to choose their own reading materials

•

encouraging children to choose the topics for their writing

•

allowing the students to choose what they want to share with the rest of the
class.

This is by no means meant to be an exhaustive and complete list; nor is it meant to be a
checklist of elements that need to be included in every classroom where student
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ownership and choice are valued. Rather, it is meant to be a reference for educators who
wish to facilitate student ownership in their learning.
Managing Choice
By allowing for student choice in learning, teachers do not set themselves up for a
classroom full of chaos and confusion. Moffett and Wagner (1992) believe educators
need to allow for individual learning differences by allowing individuals to make
decisions about their learning. It is through the process of making choices that students
capture the desire or the will to learn. In describing their philosophy of individualization,
Moffett and Wagner (1992) state, “Different structuring by individual students does not
lead to undisciplined classes. Students who are making choices are less likely to cause
disruption, not more” (p. 24).
There are a variety of ways in which a classroom teacher can prepare for
negotiation in student learning. Atwell (1987) believes organization is a key factor to
success in sharing the responsibility of learning with students. She refers to organization
as arranging the classroom and teaching methods to support students’ writing. Atwell
(1987) states, “By organization, I mean discovering what writers need, and providing
plenty of it” (p. 54).
Educators must also be realistic in their expectations of students. They cannot
expect that students will dive right in and make wonderful choices about their learning.
The process needs to be modeled and practiced with the students (Cook, 1992; Graves,
1983; Hagerty, 1992; and Routman, 1991). As stated earlier, children don’t
automatically make “good” choices in their learning. Hagerty (1992) states, “Learning to
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make appropriate choices is a process, and you have to work with students to help them
learn it” (p. 6). She points out that we not only need to provide students with
opportunities to make choices, but we also need to teach students how to make these
appropriate choices.
Mini-lessons, which arise from the needs of the students, are one way to guide
students. These lessons generally last only five to ten minutes and are purposeful because
only one issue is addressed at a time. In order for a mini-lesson to be effective, it must
have a connection with what the student will actually be doing in his/her learning; a
student should be able to apply the content of the mini-lesson to his/her work. (Atwell,
1987; Hagerty, 1992). A mini-lesson on how to choose a book to read for Sustained
Silent Reading is an example of how a classroom teacher can model making appropriate
choices.
While mini-lessons provide students with day-to-day examples of making
choices, Cook (1992) suggests a way for educators to organize and model decision
making within the larger scope of a curricular unit or topic. He suggests educators first
select a topic to study based on curricular expectations. Once this topic has been
selected, the learning can be negotiated with the students by asking four questions:
1. What do we know already?
2. What do we want, and need to find out?
3. How will we go about finding out?
4. How will we know, and show, what we’ve found out when we've finished?
(Cook, 1992, p. 21)
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By employing a teaching strategy such as this, educators provide students with the
opportunities to ask questions relevant to their own learning interests. Cook states,
The central factor in all of this is that the students own the work they do. It is that
they know the why, what, how and for whom of their work, and believe that the
best means of achieving valuable learning for themselves are always in operation,
so that they will intend to do the work as best as they can for the best reasons.
(1992, p. 27)
In addition to organization and patience, Wilson and Wing Jan (1993) suggest
educators use contracts. A contract is a written agreement between a student and the
teacher. Contracts “.. .involve the formalising and regulating of the behaviour and/or task
and can be used as an aid to teaching and learning, to sharing responsibility, and to
developing negotiating skills” (Wilson and Wing Jan, 1993, p. 60). One of the key points
to remember when using contracts, however, is that they should be the result of a
negotiation between a student and a teacher—a contract should not only be the classroom
teacher’s view of what the student should learn.
Choice Within a Curricular Framework
An educator acts as a facilitator for learning by encouraging students to explore,
experiment, take risks, and make choices about their learning. At the same time, he/she is
also exploring, experimenting, taking risks and making choices about the classroom
curriculum. Just as educators realize that students need to be given time to learn to make
appropriate choices, they need to allow themselves that same amount of time in their own
learning.
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Searle and Dudley-Marling (1995) suggest educators are severely limited in their
ownership of the classroom curriculum. They state,

. .ownership of learning is fraught

with complexities. Curriculum is set outside of school. Selections of textbooks and
resource material affect what happens within the classroom. And parents have a sense of
commitment and ownership of their children’s learning” (p. 17). While all of this may be
true, Routman (1996) states:
In whole language classrooms, students pursue their own inquiry questions and
negotiate the curriculum with their teachers. That is, within the required state and
district curriculum guides and courses of study, there are options to seek and make
knowledge personally relevant, (p. 47)
Within the context of the curricular goals, educators must feel comfortable to
follow the leads of students and allow them to share responsibility in their own learning.
Wilson and Wing Jan (1993) suggest educators still assume the role of “... planning the
broad understandings, concepts, skills, etc. that they expect the students to develop” (p.
56). Yet, within these areas, students are able to negotiate particular aspects of their
learning. Examples of these aspects may include allowing students to choose: what
books they read, what they write, where they perform these tasks, when the tasks are
completed, how they will respond to a piece of literature, and what and with whom they
will share.
Dudley-Marling (1995) acknowledges that educators may find it easier to share
the responsibility of learning in curricular areas in which they feel most confident. By
starting to promote student choice in these areas, educators can become more comfortable
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in making curricular decisions and following students’ leads. As they become more and
more comfortable, they will be able to embrace student ownership in other areas. It is
important that educators allow themselves the same proportion of time and practice that
they allow their students to have when learning a new concept. Otherwise, the path
toward student ownership can become burdensome.
As stated earlier, choice leads to ownership. The process of providing choice in a
classroom setting involves trust between the teacher and the students. By providing
students with opportunities to share their thinking, experiences, and learning, educators
are allowing for that ownership to occur.
Transactional Theories of Literacy
The transactional learning theories discussed in this section provide practitioners
with a model of how literacy occurs. Although the theories of psycholinguistics,
sociopsycholinguistics, and the transactional theory of learning are all separate theories,
they share common traits. By emphasizing the student’s use of prior knowledge,
experiences, background, and social contexts within a literacy event, each of these
theories promotes making meaning of the learning. Each of these also articulates the
view that language development is not a passive process; rather, it is an interaction of the
learner and his/her learning. For that reason, these three theories have been clumped
together under the heading “Transactional Theories of Literacy.” Figure 1 illustrates the
connectedness of the transactional theories of literacy.
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Language development in children is not a passive process that is imposed onto
students by a classroom teacher. Rather, it is an ongoing, meaning-making transaction
that occurs between the student and his/her learning. The purpose of psycholinguistics is
to describe or explain the interaction of thought and language (Goodman, Brooks,
Meredith, and Goodman, 1987). Key beliefs articulated about the psycholinguistic theory
include:
•

Oral and written language are parallel to one another in that they are used for
purposes of communication. They differ in the circumstances regarding their
use. Language cues vary according to the context (i.e. body language in
contrast to word descriptions such “puzzled” or “worried”).

•

Meaning is actively exchanged in oral and written language.

•

In using language productively and receptively, there are transactions between
thought and language.
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•

Language processes are both personal and social. They are social in that they
are used to communicate; yet personal because they are used to meet personal
needs and wants.

•

Written language is not a way of representing oral language; it is alternate and
parallel to oral language as a way to communicate. (Goodman, Brooks,
Meredith, and Goodman, 1987, p. 202)

Within this list of beliefs, there has been much focus on the issue of the meaning
readers bring to the reading process. Smith (1994) states, “Reading is less a matter of
extracting sound from print than of bringing meaning to print” (p. 2). Rosenblatt (1978)
articulated the transactional theory of reading. She wrote, “... built into the raw material
of the literacy process itself is the particular world of the reader” (p. 11).
Readers bring their knowledge of language, as well as their past experiences, to
the text. It is only when the reader actually transacts with the text that reading occurs.
Rosenblatt calls this transaction the poem. It can be thought of as the total experience
between the reader and the text. Rosenblatt (1978) states,
The reading of a text is an event occurring at a particular time in a particular
environment at a particular moment in the life history of the reader. The
transaction will involve not only the past experience but also the present state and
present interests or preoccupations of the reader, (p. 20)
Consequently, the reader is the one who determines how the text will be
approached and interpreted. In the past, the common view has been that reading occurs
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when readers correctly identify the words on the page. However, when educators look at
the structure of language, they find there are three separate cueing systems that help
readers understand text: the graphophonics, syntax, and semantics (Wiseman, 1992).
Graphophonics is the relationship between the letters and sounds of language; it is
through the use of this cueing system that readers come to expect certain letter
combinations in their reading. The syntactic system is the way words, sentences, and
paragraphs work together within a text. Grammar is often substituted for the word
syntax. Finally, the semantic system includes the meaning cues derived from sentences
and passages. The reader uses his/her prior knowledge and experiences to make sense of
the text. During the reading process, the reader uses all three cueing systems to sample,
predict, and confirm or reject the meaning of the reading passage (Goodman, Watson, and
Burke, 1987; Weaver, 1994; Wiseman, 1992).
In emphasizing the relationship between thought and language, Goodman (1991)
calls this process of reading a “psycholinguistic guessing game” (p. 98). He believes that
as readers read, they make tentative decisions about the text and whether or not it makes
sense. As long as the text makes sense, they continue on the reading path. When they
discover a loss in meaning, however, they make the decision to stop and reread, to
continue, or quit reading. If reading only involved the process of accurately identifying
words and not making meaning, readers would take immediate notice of any and all typos
or convention errors in the text. Instead, reading is a “psycholinguistic guessing game” in
that readers strive to make meaning of the text and often overlook typos or fill in missing
words (Goodman, 1991, p. 98).
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Sociopsycholinguists add another dimension to the psycholinguistic theory of
reading and writing. Weaver (1994) defines the sociopsycholinguistic theory of teaching
as “...any approach that emphasizes the construction of meaning, drawing upon the
individual’s unique constellation of prior knowledge, experience, background, and social
contexts (p. 57). Therefore, literacy depends on the particular circumstances in which it is
employed and learned (Anderson, 1984). Tompkins (1997) lists four key concepts
concerning teachers’ practical use of the sociopsycholinguistic theory:
•

Thought and language are interrelated.

•

Social interaction is important in learning.

•

Teachers provide scaffolds for students.

•

Teachers plan instruction based on students’ zone of proximal development,
(p. 14)

Zone of Proximal Development
The zone of proximal development and scaffolding are closely related to one
another; they each enhance social interaction. To understand scaffolding, it helps to first
clarify Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (ZPD). Vygotsky (1978) defines the
ZPD as “....the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by
independent problem solving and the level o f potential development as determined
through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable
peers” (p. 86).
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Since the ZPD is made up of both past experiences or ideas that have already been
internalized and ideas that are in the process of becoming internalized, it is appropriate to
think of it as a continually evolving cycle that will develop with help from adults or
capable peers. Tharp and Gallimore (1988) stated “Teaching consists in assisting
performance through the ZPD. Teaching can be said to occur when assistance is offered
at points in the ZPD at which performance requires assistance” (p. 31). They have also
identified four stages of the ZPD which describe learning and the process of moving
through the ZPD to internalization..
During the first stage of internalization, a learner’s performance is assisted by
others who are more capable than he/she. The group of people who provide support for
the learner may be parents, teachers, peers, experts, or coaches. The amount of support
they provide depends on the nature of the engaging task and the learner. Throughout this
stage, the learner takes increasing responsibility for the learning (Tharp and Gallimore,
1988). Camboume’s (1988) idea of the learner’s “privilege of struggling” ties closely
together with this idea of increasing responsibility for learning. He believes the process
of struggling to learn a concept is an essential part of learning because it is only after the
struggle has been worked through that meaning can be created. In this first stage of
internalization, then, a capable other would assist the learner in working through the
struggle.
After the learner has begun the process of regulating his/her own learning, the
second stage begins. In this stage, the learner carries out the task on his/her own-without
assistance from others. Although the learner begins to self-regulate his/her learning at
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this stage, the learning is not yet internalized. Tharp and Gallimore (1988) point out that
this self-regulation “ ...does not mean that the performance is fully developed or
automatized” (p. 36). Rather, they view this stage as a bridge between the stage of
needing assistance from others to complete a task and the third stage where the
performance becomes fully developed.
According to Tharp and Gallimore (1988), the third stage of internalization can
also be thought of as the stage where learning has become “fossilized” or internalized.
When learners no longer need assistance from others, when that assistance might actually
be viewed as disruptive to learning, then the learner has entered the third stage and the
learning can be considered developed.
Finally, the fourth stage of the internalization includes the reflection of learning.
During this stage, the learner may actually go back through the stages in order to better
understand a concept. This might occur if new questions have arisen during the course of
travel and the learner feels he/she needs more information. Therefore, the fourth stage
includes travel back and forth between all the stages of the ZPD. The goal of this stage is
to “... re-proceed through assisted performance to self-regulation and to exit the ZPD
again into a new automatization” (Tharp and Gallimore, 1988, p. 39).
Scaffolding
Although Vygotsky did not coin the term "scaffolding," several researchers have
since put the label on assistance provided to the learner by capable others (Applebee and
Langer, 1983; Bruner, 1986; Cazden, 1992; Richardson and Morgan, 1994; Tharp and
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Gallimore, 1988;). Scaffolds are most necessary for learners when they are in the first
stage of internalization. It is at this stage where the learner is assisted in his/her learning.
In scaffolding, adults provide a supportive environment to learners; they help
these learners extend their learning beyond what they would have learned if they were
unassisted, and then withdraw to allow the learners to begin to self-regulate their own
learning (Graves, Graves, and Braaten, 1996). However, educators do not totally remove
themselves from the child’s learning. Cazden and Clay (1992) state, “... the scaffold of
teacher support continues, always at the cutting edge of the child’s competencies, in his
continually shifting zone of proximal development” (p. 131). As educators become
aware of a child’s zone of proximal development and use scaffolding techniques to bridge
the gap between what students know and what they are capable of knowing, they assist
their students in making meaning of their learning.
Weaver (1994) suggests the Shared Book Experience illustrates a classroom
example of scaffolding. In this literacy lesson, a teacher provides support to students who
may not be able to read independently. This is done by reading predictable or patterned
books aloud to a group of children and inviting them to join the reading of the repeated
phrases or sentences. Weaver states, “Through repeated exposure, [students] begin to
learn conventions of print, specific words, and letter/sound relationships” (1994, p. 344).
Whole Language
The whole language movement in literacy education did not come about from thin
air. Rather, it has deep roots in the psycholinguistic and sociopsycholinguistic models of
reading. Smith (1994) states. “The principal successor to the psycholinguistic perspective
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in education is today known as “whole language” (p. 222). He suggests whole language
can be referred to as an “inside-out view” where the processes of reading begin in the
student’s brain and end with attention to selected portions of a text. Children learn to
read by reading and to write by writing. Goodman (1986) reiterates this point by
suggesting whole language is an attempt to get back to the basics of literacy by inviting
children to read and write authentically. Within this context, meaningfulness should be
the focus.
Many classroom teachers tell students, parents, fellow teachers and administrators
that they “do” whole language in their classrooms. This is a mistake because whole
language is much more than a gimmick or teaching device utilized to teach reading and
writing. Rather, whole language is a professional theory that is put into practice.
Edelsky, Altwerger, and Flores (1991) suggest that whole language is “...the teacher’s
stated beliefs, the character of the classroom interaction, and the teacher’s and students’
underlying intentions, the deliberately theory-driven practice-not simply the behaviors....” (p. 7). It is important for educators to define whole language in terms that are
understandable to the general public. Consequently, Routman (1996) defines whole
language as “... nothing more or less than applying the conditions of language learning
that we all use in the real world to the classroom, as authentically as we are able” (p. 42).
Although Harp (1991) suggests that ownership on the part of the children, choice
for children, and activities and materials that are authentic be provided within a whole
language curriculum, other common themes repeatedly bare themselves in the literature
regarding the whole language philosophy (Edelsky, Altwerger, and Flores, 1991;
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Goodman, 1986; Routman, 1996; Weaver, 1994). Each of the following principles match
Harp’s description of ownership:
•

Literacy events are based on students’ interests, needs, and school curriculum.

•

Learners construct meaning for themselves while interacting with authentic
texts and materials.

•

The classroom environment promotes collaboration, respect and trust for all
learners.

•

Assessment is a part of the process of learning.

•

Skills and strategies are taught within the literacy context.

As illustrated, there is no one, specific, clear-cut definition of the term whole
language. However, there are some basic fundamentals such as: language is kept whole
and learned under natural conditions, what readers bring to the text fully impacts what is
taken away from the experience, and the role of the teacher is to assist learners as they
“struggle” to learn language. These principles form a philosophy, a way of thinking
about teaching and learning, which, when put into practice, becomes whole language.
Camboume’s Conditions of Learning
Camboume (1988, 1995) has developed a model of learning which includes the
conditions of learning for literacy development. This model can be thought of as a
classroom structure that embeds the whole language philosophy. It can also be viewed as
a part of sociopsycholinguistic theory because of its emphasis on the construction of
meaning and the importance of social contexts in that construction.
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For many years, Camboume puzzled over why some students were able to learn
oral language outside of the school setting, but were then labeled as deficient within the
school setting. As a result of this puzzlement, Camboume began to explore the
possibility of simulating the natural environment surrounding oral language acquisition in
classroom settings. His model of learning, the conditions of learning, are a result of that
research (Camboume, 1995). These conditions all work together to form an environment
conducive to learning; they are immersion, demonstration, engagement, expectations,
responsibility, approximations, employment, and response (Camboume, 1995). The
following is a brief description of each condition of learning as applied to literacy
learning:
•

Immersion: Students should be immersed in that which they are to learn.
They should be surrounded by text, print, illustrations, and models.

•

Demonstration: Capable others need to provide demonstrations of what
language can be used for and how it functions. These demonstrations may be
in the form of actions (such as a speech demonstration) or artifacts (such as a
book that models print and spelling).

•

Engagement: Learners must believe they are capable of achieving the
learning before they will engage in it. They need to see that there is a need
and a purpose for the learning before engagement will actually occur.

•

Expectations: Both the learners and the significant others within the learning
community must expect that learning can and will occur.
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•

Responsibility: Ultimately, it is the learner who decides what and how much
he/she will learn. It is the tutor’s responsibility to provide demonstrations and
expectations, but it is the learner’s responsibility to make decisions about
his/her learning.

•

Approximations: Learners must feel they are in an environment that values
approximations. They must feel safe within the environment to “have-a-go” at
their learning and not feel as if they must always have the correct answer.

•

Employment (Use): Learners need time and a variety of realistic
opportunities to use and practice their developing skills.

•

Response: Learners need feedback on their developing skills. This response
should be timely, relevant, appropriate, and non-threatening to the learner.
(Camboume, 1988, 1995)

When these conditions of learning are intact, learners are included in making decisions
about their own learning. They are then empowered to be responsible and make choices.
Summary
The concept of allowing for choice in learning situations can be thought of as
being in the very center of nesting circles (see Figure 2). In the heart of the circle is the
concept of choice, followed by ownership, and authenticity. Camboume's conditions of
learning, Vygotsky's zone of proximal development and scaffolding then surround
authenticity. Finally, in the outer ring, encircling all these concepts and models of
teaching, are the overlying philosophies of whole language, the sociopsycholinguistic
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theory, and the transactional theory of learning. In order for choice, ownership, and
authenticity to be successfully integrated within a classroom setting, elements of each of
these pieces need to be present.

Figure 2. Choice and Its Supporting Structures.

CHAPTER THREE
METHOD

This chapter discusses the rationale for and description of the methods and
procedures used to study students’ and teacher’s perceptions of choice within an
elementary school classroom. There are two sections in this chapter: the discussion of
the rationale for choosing qualitative research methods and an outline of the specific
procedures used in conducting this study.
Rationale for Choice of Method
Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American Language (Guralnik. 1982)
defines research as any sort of “careful, systematic, patient study and investigation in
some field of knowledge, undertaken to discover or establish facts and principles (p.
1208). There are various philosophies regarding how best to perform scientific research.
According to Glesne and Peshkin (1992), “... we have been conditioned to think of
research as a process that uses an instrument, involves a large number of people, and is
analyzed by reducing the data to numbers. This type of inquiry.. .is termed quantitative
research” (p. 5). The difference between qualitative and quantitative research does not lie
in the elements of the research itself - rather in the way the elements work together.
Sherman and Webb (1988) state.
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The aim of qualitative research is not verification of a predetermined idea, but
discovery that leads to new insights. Thus qualitative researchers focus on natural
settings... .Qualitative researchers want those who are studied to speak for
themselves....Moreover, experience is to be taken and studied as a whole, or
holistically, (p. 5)
In an effort to study educational trends and practices in a more holistic manner,
many educators have turned toward qualitative research. Erickson (1986) uses the term
interpretive research to encompass a broad range of approaches to participant
observation. He states that these approaches, whether ethnographies or case studies,
resemble one another in that they feature the “...central research interest in human
meaning in social life and in its elucidation and exposition by the researcher” (p. 119).
There is a strong match between interpretive research and education because of the
“central substantive concerns” of interpretive research. These concerns include:
(a) the nature of classrooms as socially and culturally organized environments
for learning,
(b) the nature of teaching as one, but only one, aspect of the reflexive learning
environment, and
(c) the nature (and content) of the meaning-perspectives of teacher and learner as
intrinsic to the educational process. (Erickson, 1986, p. 120)
Bogdan and Biklen (1982) identify five features that characterize qualitative
research. Although these characteristics are generally in all qualitative studies, they are
exhibited to varying degrees within each study. These characteristics are:
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1. The natural setting is the direct source of data, and the researcher is the key
instrument in qualitative research.
2. Qualitative data are collected in the form of words or pictures rather than
numbers.
3. Qualitative researchers are concerned with process as well as product.
4. Qualitative researchers tend to analyze their data inductively.
5. How people make sense out of their lives is a major concern to qualitative
researchers. (Bogdan and Biklen, 1982, p.27-30).
As I designed my study, it was evident it best fit these characteristics of qualitative
research. Within Erickson’s term of interpretive research, this study could be further
categorized as an ethnography. K. Gershman (personal communication, January 24,
1995) stated, “Qualitative research or ethnography hopes to inform and understand rather
than predict.” Hammersley and Atkinson (1989) describe ethnography in further detail
when they state,
The ethnographer participates, overtly or covertly in people’s daily lives for an
extended period of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking
questions; in fact, collecting whatever data are available to throw light on the
issues with which he or she is concerned, (p. 2)
Validity and Reliability in Qualitative Research
As with all methods of research, it is imperative the data gathered and the
conclusions drawn be trustworthy. Validity and reliability will enhance this sense of
trustworthiness of the data. Validity refers to the “.. .appropriateness, meaningfulness,
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and usefulness of the inferences researchers make based on the data they collect, while
reliability refers to the consistency of these inferences over time” (Fraenkel and Wallen,
1996, p. 461). However, the validity and reliability of qualitative research are not
measured in statistical terms. Rather, they can be verified by using respondent validation
and triangulation (Delamont, 1992; Glesne and Peshkin, 1992).
Respondent validation could actually be one part of the triangulation process.
Delamont (1992) describes it as “... checking with the participants to see if they
recognize the validity of the analysis being developed...” (p. 158). Researchers may have
respondents validate the entire set of observations and interviews, or only parts of it.
Glesne and Peshkin (1992) point out this process may be time-consuming, but by sharing
working drafts “...both researcher and researched may grow in their interpretations of the
phenomena around them” (p. 147).
Triangulation involves using a variety of instruments and/or methods to collect
the data for the study; respondent validation is among one of these methods. Fraenkel
and Wallen (1996) state, “When a conclusion is supported by data collected from a
number of different instruments, its validity is thereby enhanced” (p. 461). Examples of
this multiple data collection may include: observational fieldnotes, recording thoughts
and biases in a field journal, multiple interviews with individuals, using audiotapes and
videotapes where appropriate, spending time in the setting, having more than one
researcher observe the setting, and utilizing respondent validation (Delamont, 1992;
Fraenkel and Wallen, 1996; Glesne and Peshkin, 1992).
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Although validity and reliability in qualitative research are not measured
statistically, they are still present in this form of research. By using a variety of data
gathering methods and looking for patterns of confirming and disconfirming evidence,
qualitative researchers can ensure the trustworthiness of their interpretations.
I understand that qualitative research is not the only way in which this study could
be carried out. However, as a researcher who is interested in an holistic picture of choice
within the literacy environment of an elementary school classroom, from both the
teacher’s and the students’ viewpoint, the qualitative design of this study was most
beneficial.
Background and Procedures for This Study
This section identifies components of qualitative research and how they were
approached and executed within my particular study. Specifically, sections on negotiating
entry, a description of the setting, a description of the participants, data collection
procedures and data analysis follow.
Negotiating Entry
Fetterman (1989) suggests two approaches for choosing a research site: 1) choose
who and what not to study and 2) select who and what to study (p. 42). Based on this
information, I made some decisions about what type of site would be most conducive to
my study. I chose not to observe in a primary-grade classroom because of the emergent
literacy at that level. Thus, it made sense to choose to work with students in an
intermediate-grade classroom where they have had numerous experiences with reading
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and writing. I also chose not to work with a classroom teacher who does not have an
understanding of authentic learning and whole language teaching strategies.
Before choosing a classroom teacher, I met with the school superintendent and
shared my research interests with him. He then selected the classroom teacher whose
classroom eventually became the focus of my study. Although I knew of her, we never
worked together prior to this study. She was recommended to me by university
professors, the school superintendent, and her building principal because of her
dedication to the teaching profession and her willingness to continue in her own learning
process.
Siedman (1991) calls the people who control access to the site or the interviews
“gatekeepers.” He states, “If a researcher’s study involves participants below the age of
18, access to them must involve the absolutely legitimate gatekeepers, their parents or
guardians” (p. 34). Prior to beginning my study, I sought permission from the classroom
teacher, the elementary school principal, the superintendent of the school district, and the
Institutional Review Board. Parents or guardians were notified of the study in a letter
that was sent home with the students prior to the interviewing stage of the study.
After meeting with the committee on the Institutional Review Board, the school
superintendent, the elementary school principal of the school involved, and the classroom
teacher, permission to conduct the study was granted. Each of the people involved signed
a contract that stated the general terms of the study including its duration, my role as the
principal investigator, and the type of activities I hoped to see and conduct within the
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classroom setting (i.e. interviews with the classroom teacher and several students). (See
Appendix A)
Description of the Setting
The data for this study were collected during a four-month period using field
observations and interviews with nine sixth-grade students and their classroom teacher.
The classroom where the observations occurred consisted of fourteen boys and fourteen
girls, ranging in age from eleven to twelve years old. They attended a public school in a
small university city in the midwestem United States. The school enrollment of
approximately 650 students was predominantly white, from middle-class families.
The elementary school where the study took place is a kindergarten through sixthgrade facility. Most students live near the school, however, some students are bussed in.
The school itself is a relatively new building as it opened its doors in August, 1989.
During the 1996-97 school year, there were 88 faculty and support staff members
employed at this school.
The classroom I studied was one of four self-contained, sixth-grade classrooms at
this elementary school. The majority of the classroom space was occupied by twentyeight student desks, arranged in pods of three to five around the center of the classroom.
The teacher’s desk was in the back of the classroom, usually unoccupied.
There were four computers in a cluster at the far end of the classroom. The other
walls of the classroom were composed of cupboard space, bulletin board space, a sink
and drinking fountain, and a storage center where the students placed their coats, boots,
and backpacks. The walls of the classroom were filled with inspirational posters and
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sayings such as the classroom motto, “Begin where you are, but don’t stay there.” At the
beginning of each day, the classroom teacher wrote out the schedule for the day. She did
not put down any times, just a listing of the order for the day’s events.
Description of Participants
By usual standards, this sixth-grade classroom of twenty-eight students was
considered to be larger than normal; the average class size at this elementary school for
the 1996-97 school year was twenty-two students. Because of the large class size, Carol,
the classroom teacher, requested and received, a student teacher for both the fall and
spring terms of the school year. There was a full range of academic skill levels in the
classroom. The students ranged from low to high level learners, in addition to some
learning disabled and gifted students. The classroom teacher has taught for twenty-three
years in two different school districts. She has taught sixth grade in this particular school
for three years, although she has been in the district for seven years.
In this study, I interviewed the classroom teacher prior to beginning any
classroom observations. In addition to this interview, we spoke informally during my site
visits and at other times per my request. These conversations are noted in my field
journal and elaborated field notes.
The formal interview consisted of providing the classroom teacher with a list of
seven questions, a tape recorder, and cassette. Carol then answered the questions during
her own time, without any input from me, the principal investigator. When she finished
answering the questions, I then listened to and transcribed the tape. The interview was
performed in this manner at Carol’s request.
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I also interviewed nine students from the class. The students were individually
interviewed two different times throughout the course of the study. Both interviews
occurred after the majority of the observations were completed. These interviews, as with
the teacher interview, were recorded and transcribed.
Data Collection
As with the design of qualitative studies, I was the instrument for the data
collection. I assumed four roles during this time: participant observer, interviewer,
collector of artifacts from within the classroom setting, and interpreter of the data.
I acted as a participant observer in the classroom from October, 1996 through
January, 1997. After the classroom teacher and I conferred about possible times and
dates, we set up my observation schedule for the following week. On average, I observed
in the classroom two to three times each week.
Observations within the classroom setting varied, although I always observed
some degree of reading and writing. Activities I observed included: sustained silent
reading, writing time, literature studies, reading in the content area of social studies, mini
lessons taught by the classroom teacher regarding specific reading and writing techniques
or strategies, activity time in which students responded to various literature they read, and
sharing time where students shared writing.
As a participant observer, it was important for me to feel comfortable in my role.
Glesne and Peshkin (1992) state,
Participant observers are selectively present in that they hold back their words and
watch carefully what they say when they do talk. They strive to attain an

47

optimally nonreactive presence in order to minimize the shaping of research
participants’ self-presentation in clear reaction to the researchers as stimulus, (p.
58-59)
I did not see this as meaning that I needed to become a different person or present myself
differently when I observed. Rather, I attempted to always assume an unobtrusive status
in the classroom. This involved reflecting on mannerisms, language, and dress that may
have influenced the participants.
Classroom Observations
Data was collected in the form of field notes, interview transcripts and classroom
artifacts. During the first days of observation, I focused on the classroom setting and
took note of routines, events, and the participants. During the first day, I attempted to
write down everything I noticed—including verbatim dialogue. However, after that, I
tried to focus on the setting as a whole. For example, rather than continuing to write
down exact conversations between the classroom teacher and the students, I took note of
the actions of the students as they listened to the classroom instruction.
Throughout my observations, I physically moved around the classroom. For
example, one day I observed by sitting at the back of the classroom, while another day I
situated myself toward the front of the classroom. At various times throughout individual
observations, I also found myself moving around the classroom. This was dependent on
the type of lesson being taught and the ease with which I was able to remain unobtrusive.
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Delamont (1992) points out, “The early days of fieldwork are often the best time
to ‘see’ situations as an outsider” (p. 99). Fetterman (1989) also supports this mode of
notetaking when he states,
The acquisition of ethnographic knowledge and understanding is a cyclical
process. It begins with a panoramic view of the community, closes in to a
microscopic focus on details, and then pans out to the larger picture again —but
this time with new insights into minute details, (p. 47)
Consequently, I focused on noticing the whole setting rather than just the oral
communication during my first visits.
Once I left the setting, I immediately used my field notes to type up elaborated
field notes. The elaborated field notes were written in enough detail so, if necessary, I
could visualize the setting at a later date. They were descriptive in that I didn’t use
abstract terms such as “disorderly” to describe a situation; I described the feelings and
sensations that led me to perceive the situation as being disorderly.
Glesne and Peshkin (1992) note “When taking jotted notes, do not discuss your
observations with someone else before writing up the full field notes” (p. 50). 1 see the
importance of this in that when I talk with others, I gain new knowledge-which may
actually change my own way of thinking. During the first few times I was at the site,
Carol and I spoke about particular items I noticed. After rereading this piece by Glesne
and Peshkin, I spoke with her and suggested we schedule other times to talk about my
observations. She readily agreed to this. As a result, we tended to not discuss the
observations or items that I observed within her classroom.
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The ability to remember details needed for field notes declines rapidly after 24
hours (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992). Consequently, I resorted to audiotaping my
observation in further detail immediately after the observation if there was the possibility
of not having immediate access to my computer. I then transcribed this tape at a later
time. This helped solve the problem of losing important details due to time constraints.
Erickson (1986) states, “There is no substitute for reflection during fieldwork that
comes from time spent with the original field notes, writing them up in a more complete
form, with analytic insights recorded in them” (p. 144). Although I didn’t include
reflections and insights right in my elaborated field notes, I typed them up in another
form that I call my “field journal.” Glesne and Peshkin (1992) refer to this as “observer
comments” or “analytic notes.” They suggest that the researcher take time after each day
in the field to “.. .write down feelings, work out problems, jot down ideas and
impressions, clarify earlier interpretations, speculate about what is going on, and make
flexible short- and long-term plans for the days to come” (p. 49). Again, if there was a
time when I did not have immediate access to my computer, I audiotaped my reflections
and typed them up at a later date.
Student Interviews
In addition to the field notes, elaborated field notes, and field journal. I collected
data in the form of interviews with the classroom teacher and the students. As stated
earlier, signed permission slips were obtained before I interviewed any students. I
interviewed the classroom teacher and nine volunteer students during the course of my
classroom observations.
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I explained the interviewing process and sent permission slips home with all of
the students in the class. If a student wanted to participate in the interviews, he/she then
returned the slip after a parent or guardian and the student signed it. The interviewing
process began after I was in the classroom for approximately six weeks. This helped to
ensure the students felt comfortable with my presence. (See Appendix B)
Siedman (1991) suggests the researcher either randomly or purposefully selects
the people to be interviewed. However, in working with minors in a classroom situation,
I did not feel as though this was an option. Therefore, I sent out permission slips to all
the students in the classroom and planned on using the purposeful sampling method as
proposed by Siedman. He states, “This sampling technique should allow the widest
possibility for readers of the study to connect to what they are reading (Siedman, 1991, p.
42-43). However, when only nine participants out of twenty-eight returned signed
permission forms, I chose to interview all nine students rather than take a sample from the
group.
Siedman (1991) suggests using a three-interview series with each participant. He
states, “People’s lives become meaningful and understandable when placed in the context
of their lives and the lives of those around them” (p. 10). However, I chose to conduct
two interviews with each of the nine students rather than conduct the three-interview
series. I felt I would be provided with a strong background of the students’ perceptions
of choice within a classroom by combining the interviews into only two. The first
interview focused on the student’s past reading experiences in school, his/her
reconstruction of reading events within the classroom setting, and his/her perception of
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what these reading experiences meant on a personal level. The second interview then
focused on the same perceptions within the realm of writing experiences. These
interviews were audiotaped and then transcribed after the interviews were complete.
Classroom Artifacts
Another form of data collection took the form of classroom artifacts. Glesne and
Peshkin (1992) point out that ‘‘Documents corroborate your observations and interviews
and thus make your findings more trustworthy” (p. 52). I collected artifacts only from the
students I interviewed. Types of artifacts I gathered in this study included: reading and
writing logs, rough drafts and final copies of written stories, letters, newsletters,
drawings, and pieces from student portfolios. When I used student’s original work, I
made a copy of it, with their permission, and gave the original back to the student.
Hammersley and Atkinson (1989) suggest that the researcher can use the artifacts as
valuable sources of information by asking the following questions about them:
How are the documents written? How are they read? Who writes them? Who
reads them? For what purpose? On what occasions? With what outcomes? What
is recorded? What is omitted? What is taken for granted? What does the writer
seem to take for granted about the reader(s)? What do readers need to know in
order to make sense of them? (p. 142-143)
This is not a comprehensive list, but one that needed to be modified to fit this study. By
looking at artifacts created and reproduced within the classroom setting, I was able to
gain more knowledge of the written as well as oral transactions within the learning
community.
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Data Analysis
In analyzing my data, I found it useful to refer to Delamont’s (1992) words, “The
most important thing is not to allow material to pile up unanalyzed, or even worse,
unread.... Remember that the ‘analysis of qualitative data is a process that continues
throughout the research: it is not a separate, self-contained phase’’ (p. 151). Glesne and
Peshkin (1992) reiterate this point, “Data analysis done simultaneously with data
collection enables you to focus and shape the study as it proceeds” (p. 127).
After reading and rereading my transcribed notes and interviews, I began the
coding process. Glesne and Peshkin (1992) state, “Coding is a progressive process of
sorting and defining and defining and sorting those scraps of collected data that are
applicable to our research purpose. By putting like-minded pieces together into data
clumps, we create an organizational framework” (p. 133). I found it easiest to code the
separate data sources individually; yet, I used overlapping codes within each. For
example, I first coded the data collected from classroom observations and then the
interviews. In all, there were over 190 preliminary codes. As each new code emerged, I
wrote a narrative definition of it to keep it clear in my head.
Until this point, my data analysis was done using paper and pencil, rather than any
software geared for qualitative research. I did this purposefully, for the sake of
convenience. By coding directly onto the hard copies of the data, I was able to code at
places other than only my home computer. However, soon after each file was coded onto
the hard copy, I transferred this information to a computer program called “The
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Ethnograph” (1995). This program, written specifically for the analysis of text based data,
was developed by John Siedel, Susanne Friese, and D. Christopher Leonard.
It is important to note that using the computer program made the sorting of my
data easier; however, I was still in charge of perusing the data and designing the code
schemes. Glesne and Peshkin (1992) noted. “.. .the computer is a tool for executing the
mechanical or clerical tasks of qualitative research. It can help make the researcher’s
work less tedious, more accurate, faster, and more thorough. It does not, however, think
for the researcher” (p. 145). After I coded the data, I entered these codes into the program.
“The Ethnograph” (1995) allowed me to assign up to twelve code words for sections of
text. (See Appendix C) As the coding proceeded, I developed a Master Code Book
which include my narrative definitions for each code word. Appendix D is an example of
the code book from my classroom observations. “The Ethnograph” (1995) allowed me to
then generate lists of my code words by alphabetical order or their frequency of
occurrence. After looking through these summaries, I was able to then search through all
the data files (i.e. classroom observations, the classroom teacher and student interviews)
and print out sections of text based on single or multiple code words. This proved to be
invaluable as I looked for themes in my work.
As I analyzed the frequency list of code words. I clumped like codes together. A
graphic representation of these codes and their family names is included in Appendix E. I
then ran frequency summaries of multiple code word sorts to look for overlapping codes.
As these various data searches were analyzed, I began to see several themes which
emerged: controlled choice, framed choice, open choice, factors affecting choice, and
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curricular design of the sixth-grade classroom. I then printed all the sections of text
which corresponded to these themes and began to form my assertions.
I continually checked on the trustworthiness of my data collection and analysis by
taking inventory of my actions during the process. Specifically, I read and reread my
fieldnotes, kept a field journal where I recorded my ongoing thoughts, frustrations, and
excitement, and I utilized respondent validation by having the classroom teacher and
students read through portions of my analysis. Along with that, the triangulation of
participant observation, teacher and student interviews, and classroom artifacts helped to
increase the trustworthiness of the data. Hammersley and Atkinson (1989) state.
“Ethnography often involves a combination of techniques and thus it may be possible to
check construct validity by examining data relating to the same construct from participant
observation, interviewing, and documents” (p. 199).
Summary
In the next chapter, I will discuss the following assertions that arose from my
data:
Assertion #1: Students displayed more examples of off-task behavior during periods of
controlled choice than during periods of framed choice or open choice instruction.
Assertion #2: Students asked more clarifying questions during periods of controlled
choice than during periods of framed choice or open choice instruction.
Assertion #3: During periods of framed choice, students adapted the assignment to fit
their own interpretation of what was valuable to know and understand.
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Assertion #4: When students perceived circumstances of open choice, they made
unsolicited judgments relating to the quality of their work and the time they spent on
completing a task.
Assertion #5: When students perceived circumstances of open choice, they set personal
goals and pursued individual interests in their learning.

CHAPTER FOUR
READING AND WRITING CHOICES IN A SIXTH-GRADE CLASSROOM

This chapter has been divided into four parts. Each of these four parts works
together to form the whole piece; by leaving one section out, an incomplete picture of
reading and writing choices within the particular sixth-grade classroom studied is
presented. Together, the pieces form an integrated whole.
In the first section, the classroom teacher’s perceptions of various issues of
working with the curriculum and the classroom environment are described. Next, a
continuum of choice, as observed in the sixth grade classroom, is analyzed and assertions
regarding various degrees of student choice are made. The third section of this chapter
details factors which may or may not affect choice. Again, this is a presentation of the
classroom teacher's perception of choice. Finally, the fourth section is a composite
profile of an imaginary student named Jolene. Her profile was crafted by analyzing all
eighteen student interviews and using Jolene’s story to explain students’ perceptions
regarding choice in an elementary school classroom.
Curriculum Choices in a Sixth-Grade Classroom
This description of the curriculum was drawn from three major sources: a formal
interview with the classroom teacher, informal discussions with the classroom teacher,
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and classroom observations. Goodlad and Su (1992) suggest thinking of the curriculum
in two ways: organizing elements and organizing centers. They describe organizing
elements as “... what the curriculum maker or teacher has in mind in selecting the next
topic or unit of work: a concept such as energy, a skill such as legible handwriting, or a
value such as respect for one another” (p. 331). Organizing centers, then, are the methods
used by educators to teach these concepts. The authors further state, “Organizing centers
have been described as ‘curriculum carriages for our students to ride in’... .The organizing
element is the path they follow...” (Goodlad and Su, 1992, p. 331). In this section, both
organizing elements and organizing centers observed in the sixth-grade classroom are
described.
Organizing Elements
Carol, the sixth-grade teacher in this study, has taught for twenty-three years. She
taught Kindergarten through grade nine in two different school districts. This is her
seventh year in this district, while it is her third year teaching at this particular school.
Out of her twenty-three years of teaching, eleven of those have been spent teaching sixth
grade.
During a formal interview and classroom observations. Carol’s philosophy of
teaching literacy was evident. The following section identifies and describes organizing
elements that emerged from the data collection. These organizing elements were:
teacher as learner, reading, writing, spelling, instructional planning, and building
community.

58

Teacher as Learner
Throughout the interview, it was apparent that Carol felt she has grown and
continued learning in her twenty-three years of teaching. She has completed her Masters’
degree in Reading Education from the local university. Carol regularly attends
workshops and in-services sponsored by her school district and various professional
organizations, subsequently earning sixty-two credits beyond her Master’s degree. In
formal and informal discussions, Carol made numerous references to how things have
changed in her own teaching. She stated,
.. .To me, philosophy drives the instruction. The philosophy that you take the first
day that you’re in the classroom will drive the instruction until the end of the year.
And hopefully, if you’re a learner, if you’re somebody that continually loves to
learn, that philosophy is going to change and get stronger the more you
teach....We’ve adopted a motto in the classroom, “Begin where you are, but don’t
stay there.” And I see a very healthy continuum there. I expect the kids to move,
I expect them to use what they have and I have high expectations—and I’ve never
been disappointed in that. If you have an expectation, the kids will move toward
it.
Reading
During the interview, Carol explained and rationalized her goals for teaching. As
I observed in the classroom, I was able to identify some of specific teaching models she
spoke about in the interview.
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In many classrooms, reading and writing are separate entities that are rarely
brought together with other subject areas. This is not so in Carol’s sixth-grade classroom.
She attempts to draw reading and writing activities into every subject matter. During an
interview, she stated.
When I talk about language arts, I’m talking about speaking, spelling, listening,
writing, reading. I’m talking about each of the components making up a literacy
circle in my class... .Reading and writing go on all day long in all the classes in
our room. I think, typically, in the past in education, we’ve looked at reading and
writing as being separate classes. They are two authentic tasks that are going on
regardless of the content area.... Authenticity is a big focus in our class so when
things are skill-driven, we don’t leave it at that. We try and have them carry it
over into actual reading and writing purposes.
Carol believes it is important to model her own interest and enjoyment of good
literature for the students. Consequently, she chooses literature that is “.. .rich with
affect” and reads these books aloud to her students each day. By reading aloud to her
students, she feels she models her own love of reading, as well as various types of quality
literature that are available. Carol stated,
My goal is to look for literature that encourages kids to share their life
experiences. Once I find authors who truly understand the real world or children,
I usually read all their books. Katherine Paterson, Avi, Natalie Babbit, and Betsy
Byars are a few of my favorites.
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Besides choosing her favorite authors and books as read alouds, Carol often has
multiple copies of these books to use for whole class reading. An example of a literature
book all the sixth graders read is Where the Red Fern Grows (Rawls, 1961). She stated,
Right now we just finished Where the Red Fern Grows. It is such powerful,
powerful literature. It definitely appeals to the affective domain of kids. What I
mean by that is there are so many wonderful, rich memories that kids have as they
read that book—either having a pet, knowing of someone who has a pet.
As the students read literature books as a whole class, Carol uses a variety of
teaching models to maintain student interest. One of these is called “dialogue modeling.”
In this teaching strategy, students volunteer to read the actual words of the story
characters while another student reads the narration. Consequently, the story moves
along much like a play; the only parts heard during the read aloud are the voices of the
characters and the narration that sets the scene. Carr (1991) describes this teaching
strategy as a way for verbalizing character roles in novels. She states that when teachers
try this strategy, they are likely to “...see community spirit emerge, fluency and
dramatization develop, literary devices and mechanics blossom, and comprehension soar-holistic reading at its best” (p. 146). Carol described this same learning environment.
They practice the dialogue rather than the “he said” and “she saids.” We actually
voice the dialogue and so during Where the Red Fern Grows all this rich language
between Billy and his Grandpa comes alive and it illustrates the great relationship
they have. The kids become Grandpa and Billy. They step into the character. It’s
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fun for dramatic purposes, but it’s like absolutely taking the sponge and wringing
out all the wonderful literary elements Wilson Rawls has in that book.
Writing
After students read sections of a literature book, Carol then asks them to write
about their reading. This writing involves answering questions posed by Carol or writing
a personal reaction to the text. The writing response is then handed in daily and Carol
writes personal comments and provides feedback for each student. She rationalized the
student writing in the following manner,
The kids have an authentic reason for writing when we take some of our literature
and I pose a question that has generated out of our discussion for the day.. ..[In
responding to their reading] You always want to ask some questions that are
based on fact so they [the students] are searching for what the author’s craft is.
Secondly, you ask them questions where they again are invited to bring their own
experience into the reading and the writing. It just makes good sense and they
feel a part of the book.
Carol believes that writing can be used as a vehicle for her students to voice their
own opinions and questions. She stated.
In regards to writing, I usually have certain things I want to see if they’ve
comprehended. But, daily, they have their own opinions that are voiced or
written. A lot of the questioning I do is not so linear that there's only one
answer....The reason why I have a lot of open-ended questions is for them to
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think and is for them to substantiate what brought about their conclusion in their
response.
Carol uses writing as a way for her to check students’ understanding in various
content areas such as science and social studies. She thinks that writing can, and does,
have a different purpose in those areas.

Examples of how she has used writing in

content areas include learning logs as well as asking students to use factual information
within a fictional storyffame.
Carol views learning logs as a way to assess student learning and also allow
students the opportunity to clarify their thinking. Learning logs consist of informal
writing in which students respond or react to their content area reading. Tompkins (1997)
stated, “As students write in these journals, they reflect on their learning, discover gaps in
their knowledge, and explore relationships between what they are learning and their past
experiences” (p. 412). During an interview, Carol provided the following example of
how she has used learning logs in a science lesson on electricity,
I had them draw an open and a closed circuit. I wanted them to explain the
different components in an open and closed circuit, and to also, in a paragraph
take the five vocabulary words and use them in an authentic assessment of their
understanding of the lesson. It’s so much easier than assigning something out of
the book. You use the vocabulary and the object of the lesson, and the kids then
just take off and tell you what they understand. It also is a great way to assess
where to go the next day, and where to take the kids even throughout the unit.
Are they understanding? Is there some reteaching that needs to be done before
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you go onto the next day’s activities? It’s very quick to assess and very quick to
also see if you’re getting the point across to the kids.
Besides learning logs, the students in Carol’s classroom also used their content
knowledge and apply it to their writing. Carol views history as a way of teaching
students basic knowledge of the past, and then providing them with opportunities to link
that knowledge to today’s society. She stated, “If you can link it [their factual
knowledge] to something that is going on in today’s society, you are giving them some
basis to analyze how history repeats itself.” Consequently, many of the writing
assignments in social studies and science involve comparing past societies to modem
society.
Carol asks her students to pull all their knowledge together into creative pieces.
An example noted during classroom observations included writing a creative piece from
the perspective of a member of Ancient Egyptian society. Students chose the character,
as well as important details and factual knowledge of Egyptian culture, and wrote an
historical fiction piece.
Spelling
As evidenced in many other curricular areas, Carol feels she has also changed in
her view of how to teach spelling. She stated,
Spelling is, in my estimation, taught not caught. I think years ago I thought the
more I immersed children in good literature, the more they would just pick up
good spelling. If it were that easy, it would be so much nicer.

64

Carol defines three main components for her spelling program: word study,
success in the word study, and the authentic use of the words in children’s reading and
writing. She points out that she does have skill lessons with spelling, but that she then
emphasizes how this knowledge can be carried over into the reading and writing activities
of her students. She stated, “We are after authenticity in our reading and writing tasks.”
In writing, Carol stresses the need for the author to be courteous to his/her readers.
She believes it is important for students to be able to write and let the ideas flow; but at
some point, reader courtesy comes into play. By this she means the reader must provide
his/her audience with a text that is clear and easy to follow in writing conventions such as
word usage, punctuation, and spelling. Carol explains the idea of reader courtesy in the
following way, “It’s kind of fun to create a work of art from your writing, but if
somebody can’t enjoy it, you’ve limited your audience a great deal.” Spelling, then, is
one form of common courtesy employed by the author with the reader in mind.
Instructional Planning
When planning lessons for the sixth-grade classroom, Carol uses a variety of
resources. Among these resources are grade-level themes articulated by her school
district, content area textbooks, and fiction and non-fiction literature books. A few of the
themes that drive the curriculum are: Adventure, Fairy Tales, Oceans, Egypt, Middle
Ages, World Countries, and Poetry. Once she has decided upon the theme, Carol then
has many different curricular decisions to make. She stated,
...When I’m putting a lesson together, I’ll have a focus each day.... I teach this
through exploration, written material, a video or movie, or a guest speaker.. .1
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think what’s easiest is if you have a focus each day. It’s much easier to plan your
lesson if you know what you want to accomplish. And then finding the correct
assessment tool to see if kids are understanding what they’re being taught....I
very much take a look at the skeletal framework of my class. Since not everybody
learns in the same way, I always try to weave back and forth from my content
areas by sometimes using a linear model, which is more fact based, and then a
creative model. We go in and out of that throughout the day.
Within teaching lessons, Carol tries to provide for individual learning styles. She
strives to provide opportunities for “investigational learning” at the beginning of each
lesson. Carol views this as a time when students can explore the concepts and find out
what they know and possibly don’t know about a topic.
In addition to exploring concepts on their own. she asks them for their input
regarding how they best learn. For example, during reading class Carol asks the students
to think about how they best approach the physical act of reading. After the students
discuss the various possibilities, she then structures the reading class around those
student-selected options. In her words. “I will structure my reading class over the course
of the week to have large group instruction one day, small group another day, pairs
another, and then silent reading another.” During many classroom observations, I saw
students choose the manner in which they accomplished their reading for the day. At any
one time, it was not uncommon to see some students reading individually at their desks,
others with partners in a comer, or groups of three to four students out in the hallway.
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Building Community
Paradoxically, part of individualization that occurs within this sixth-grade
classroom is the sense that each individual is an important part of the community. A
large sign hangs over the door that reads, “Together Everyone Achieves More.”
Although she emphasizes this type of teamwork, Carol also feels it is important for her
students to learn from others. She stated.
Kids need to be themselves and to learn from other people. The world is our
classroom. As we watch other kids engage in everyday things, kids are learning.
[They are learning] What is socially appropriate, what is academically
appropriate. It’s important to me as we begin the year that we talk about how
differences can be our greatest strengths.
Carol facilitates the building of a classroom community in various ways;
however, she believes it is most important that she provide her students with
opportunities to be themselves and express their opinions. She states.
The invitation needs to be there by the teacher that divergent thinking is good.
They don’t have an opinion exactly like somebody else, but their own opinions
are very, very valued. ...Iam encouraged when I see kids having the opportunity
to voice their opinions without having criticisms or having condemnations-when
they have different views. The only way I can feel comfortable in teaching is
allowing the kids to have some flexibility.
In order to provide this type of classroom interaction, Carol strongly promotes
“student courtesy” in her classroom. During my observations, there were instances where
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I heard her remind students to “be an audience” and remember “listener courtesy.” She
stated, “We’ve set up the ground rule that they must listen to views, they cannot butt in,
they need to listen.... Then we can give our opinions after someone else's opinions have
been heard.”
Carol also described another teaching strategy, “Inside/Outside Circle,” that
values each student’s opinions and thoughts. This is usually done when students are
discussing literature books, but could also be done across the curriculum. In the
following passage, she describes the classroom experience of Inside/Outside Circle.
...Let’s say there are fifteen kids—eight on the inside and seven on the outside.
Inside Circle are the kids who have the floor to discuss the literature....The kids
on the inside are given some questions about the reading and they just discuss
what they’ve read and they share their meanings that they got from the language.
The outside circle can take notes on what’s being said and they can respond after
the inside circle has had the floor....What happens is that meaning becomes
bigger. If I read a book and this is what I think the author is saying, and all of a
sudden I come to a novel study and hear that somebody else got a different
meaning—my meaning becomes even stronger and that’s really healthy. It’s
individualized, but it’s also creating a much larger meaning in words.
The importance of activities such as these lies within students’ perceptions of
their worlds. They see their opinions and thoughts valued by other members in their
community. Carol stated,
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I see a lot of growth in students when they are able to make informed decisions
based on other people’s opinions, based on the newspaper, based on opinions
from their parents, teachers, and friends. When they get the whole gamut to look
at, they make more informed decisions.
Organizing Centers
Goodlad and Su (1993) describe organizing centers as the activities and the
materials selected by the classroom teacher to meet the curricular goals. In the previous
section, Carol described how and why she chooses a subject or theme for her sixth-grade
students to study. This section, then, describes various classroom policies and routines
undertaken by the students in order to achieve those curricular goals. The organizing
centers that emerged from the classroom data included the following: content reading
and writing, reading, and writing.
Content Reading and Writing
Carol believes students can learn material better if it is presented in authentic
ways. Consequently, she does not rely solely upon the social studies textbook to teach
social studies; she uses a variety of resources to supplement the text. Carol stated,
“Rather than being the Bible of the classroom, the text is viewed as one of the many
valuable tools we use to improve our knowledge base.” These other tools may include:
historical fiction pieces related to the subject under study, non-fiction books and materials
that explain concepts in a more detailed manner than textbooks, guest speakers from the
community, technology resources such as the Internet, videos, and student experts or
researchers from within the classroom community.
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The students are presented with a variety of experiences while studying content
area subjects. Besides reading a combination of historical and non-fiction pieces, they
also engage in writing activities that allow them to clarify their thinking and ask
questions about their learning. Examples of these include: learning logs, creating and
answering open-ended questions about the material just read, researching and presenting
information on their learning, and creating their own historical fiction pieces by
combining learned facts with fiction.
Reading
The students rely on literature books for the bulk of their reading instruction.
They regularly participate in literature studies. In the beginning of the year, the literature
study involves the whole class reading the same book at the same rate. Later in the
school year, however, more individualization and choice occurs. Students are able to
choose their own books and determine how far they will read each day and how they will
respond to the material.
The materials available for students to make their choices are largely teacher
selected. Carol has hundreds of books with reading levels ranging from first grade on up
to ninth grade. She stated,
I am making a statement when I bring in books that are read in first, second and
third grade—it doesn’t make any difference what the size of the print is, it’s the
quality of the books. Good literature isn’t measured by the number of pages or
size of the print, but by rich content.
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During the beginning of the literature studies, Carol pulls books that have a
common theme such as “survival.” After Carol gives a book talk about each of them, the
students then choose which book they would like to read. Then, within their literature
study groups, the students choose one person to be a group manager and they decide on
the reading pace for the completion of the book. If one person in the group doesn’t keep
up with the reading, it is the group manager’s responsibility to talk to that person and help
him/her get caught up with the rest of the group. Each day, the students meet with their
groups to discuss questions/issues that arose during the reading. Finally, after the book
has been read, it is the group’s responsibility to devise a way they can share the book with
the whole class.
Writing
During formal writing instruction, students are engaged in actual writing. This
writing may consist of working on pieces for the content area of social studies, writing in
response to student reading, or writing genre-specific creative pieces. Common elements
observed during writing instruction included: student office space, peer and teacher
writing conferences, peer and teacher editing conferences, and a common sharing time in
which final pieces were shared with other class members.
Carol provides the students with a choice for their writing environment; this was
called “office space.” During the beginning of each writing session, she instructed the
students to “find your office space and begin working.” Although the majority of the
students chose to spread their desks out and write at their desk, some students found other

71

writing space within the classroom such as underneath tables, at tables, in comers, or
even in the hallway.
During the writing time, students have the opportunity to conference with peers or
with the classroom teacher. Carol spends the entire time walking around from desk to
desk, meeting with individual students and checking on their progress. At times, these
conferences dealt only with the content of the work-in-progress. Many times, however,
the conference evolved into an editing conference. During the interview, Carol pointed
out she saw this as a weakness in her writing curriculum. She spoke about how her
editing has evolved in her twenty-three years of teaching,
A weakness of the writing program is when a little student has worked really hard
on writing a story and I come along with my pen (groan) and I begin to mark up
what they have written. I really try to avoid changing any purposes or any views
from the story. I have gotten better at this.... In the beginning, I corrected every
single spelling error and I don’t know how my kids even wanted to continue
writing.... There's a time for letting kids just write....spill it all out, tell me what
you know. Then, once it’s time to get those thoughts put together to make good
sense, then it’s time to clean up with punctuation, sentence structure, spelling, and
all that. I’ve learned to determine when that "right time” is to edit. If they are
miscuing basic words that need to be spelled correctly, I do remind them on the
spot. However, I don't control the direction of the story like I used to. I simply
listen and provide input.
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Students also take part in the editing of their work through self or peer editing.
The editing process is completed during the regular writing time, usually after Carol
models the process with the students. Throughout the observations, she modeled editing
as mini-lessons and also as whole group activities.
After the editing is complete and the students have completed a final copy, they
share their pieces in “Author’s Comer.” During this time, Carol emphasizes both student
courtesy and what it means to be an audience. Carol draws a student name from a pail,
and then that person goes to the front of the room and shares his/her piece with other
class members. Although this process may be spread out over two or three days, it
continues until all the students have shared their final piece.
Describing Choice in a Sixth-Grade Classroom
During the course of my study, there appeared to be a variety of types of choices
students were able to make in their learning. Choices were also presented to the students
through a variety of teaching methods. After carefully reviewing the data collected from
classroom observations, formal interviews with the classroom teacher and students, and
informal discussions with the teacher and students, I noted three junctures on a
continuum of student choice. These were: controlled choice, framed choice, and open
choice. Further analysis of these junctures led me to form assertions about student choice
in this particular classroom. The vignettes and anecdotes that follow provide
substantiating evidence for these assertions.
Assertion#!: Students displayed more examples of off-task behavior during periods of
controlled choice than during periods of framed choice or open choice instruction.
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Assertion #2: Students asked more clarifying questions during periods of controlled
choice than during periods of framed choice or open choice instruction.
Assertion #3: During periods of framed choice, students adapted the assignment to fit
their own interpretation of what was valuable to know and understand.
Assertion #4: When students perceived circumstances of open choice, they made
unsolicited judgments relating to the quality of their work and the time they spent on
completing a task.
Assertion #5: When students perceived circumstances of open choice, they set personal
goals and pursued individual interests in their learning.
Controlled Choice
[During reading class] First we read like a chapter and then we do an assignment.
We have a little booklet and we usually do, we skip around questions then we
usually write a little summary. (Mandy)
Within the realm of controlled choice, reading and writing decisions are made by
the classroom teacher or dictated by the curriculum; the individual student does not have
any input into forming or reshaping the task at hand. Students and teachers understand
that assignments or learning tasks are usually completed in order to measure academic
competencies. Examples of controlled choice in the reading and writing activities of this
particular classroom included; the assignment of worksheets or questions for students to
complete and turn in, book choices made by the classroom teacher, and the assignment of
writing topics. The following example of controlled choice was noted in my fieldnotes:
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Carol explained she wanted the students to read the chapter silently to themselves.
She told them there would be no Sustained Silent Reading time today—instead
they would read chapter four of the social studies book Mummies. Tombs, and
Treasures (Perl, 1987). She also told them she had prepared a list often guided
reading questions for them to answer. These were listed on the chart paper in the
front of the classroom. She read each question and told the students they were to
write the answers to the questions in narrative form. They were not to write
Question #1 and then answer it, Question #2 and answer it. etc... She said, “The
purpose of this is to give me information and add to your own understanding/’ As
the students began working, several of them did number their questions. After
about five minutes, Carol stopped the class and told them to remember they were
to write a narrative story rather than only answer the questions. Several students
then erased what they had written and began again. (October 24, 1996 Classroom
Observation)
Within controlled choice, students do create and compose work themselves; yet
their work is guided by questions provided to them by the classroom teacher or published
material. During the student interviews, it was apparent students felt there needed to be
some controlled choice. When asked how they would teach reading if they were a
classroom teacher, many students responded they would ask students to answer questions
about their reading. Lynn, for example, said she wouldn’t have students read parts of
books by themselves because, “.. .sometimes they might not read it, just pretend to read
it.” She also said she would have questions for the students to answer at the end of the
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chapter and they would go over the answers all together as a class. The following are two
other excerpts that demonstrate two student’s reasons for asking questions after student
reading. Matt stated, “I would have them have some questions and some like vocabulary
because I think that’s important. And then I would have them do like a “What part of the
chapter did you like the most?” question.” If she were a teacher, Julie would ask her
students to write about their reading. She stated, “Well, I’d have them write probably
about what they read about and just so they get what they read. And, to see if they read
it. (laugh).” (Julie)
Assertion #1: Students displayed more examples of off-task behavior during
periods of controlled choice than during periods of framed choice or open choice
instruction.
The specific type of off-task behavior ranged from not having materials ready,
speaking with friends during inappropriate times, and being engaged in something other
than the learning task under study. The following classroom observation excerpts
illustrate examples of off-task behavior exhibited by the students. The first example
occurred while students had about ten minutes of class time to work on their spelling
packets. These packets are published by the textbook company and then reproduced for
student use. They are composed of six different sections and are about six pages long.
During the time they were working on their spelling packet, Anne looked around
the room almost continuously. Then she would stare at her paper for a few
minutes. At one point, she suddenly started writing; when I leaned forward to see,
I saw she was writing her name at the top of each of the six pages that composed
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the packet. Throughout the entire time they had to work on the packet, I didn’t
see her write anything else on her packet. (November 25, 1996 Classroom
Observation)
There were a variety of physical responses that occurred during controlled choice
that led me to believe students were not paying attention. The following is an example
that occurred during social studies. The students each had a copy of the book, Mummies.
Tombs, and Treasures (Perl. 1987). Carol began the lesson by reading aloud from the
book. After a few minutes, she randomly called on students to complete the reading. She
did this by choosing a numbered popsicle stick from a can. The person whose number
corresponded with the number she called then continued with the reading.
Carol chose a numbered stick and that person started the oral reading. Each time
she did this, various students asked where in the text they were reading. Some
examples of students I heard ask were Jake. Beth. Julie, and Tyler....During the
time their peers were reading aloud, Nicole had her desktop open and fiddled
around the inside of it. Matt repeatedly put on his glasses, and then took them off.
He did this all throughout the oral reading, but not at all during Author’s
Comer....Paul had his book upside down at one point in the reading, while Lance
was paging backwards through his book. (October 16, 1996 Classroom
Observation)
Throughout their studies, the sixth graders often brought in articles from the
Internet that pertained to the topic they were investigating. During the Egyptian study,
Carol read through all the articles and wrote down the facts she felt were important for
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the students to know. The following is an excerpt from the classroom observation where
she asked the students to copy these facts down in their notes.
Carol told the students she had compiled some facts from the Internet articles the
students brought in. She told them to include these in their notes on Egypt.
While she read them off the overhead, some of the students recorded them on
paper. I noticed that Sandy, Nicole, Lisa, Chris, Tom, and Ellie did not take notes
right away. However, Ellie did begin taking notes after she was done eating her
snack. Tom then followed suit. Anne stopped taking notes after she filled about
one-quarter of her notebook page. (November 7, 1996 Classroom Observation)
Assertion #2: Students asked more clarifying questions during periods of controlled
choice than during periods of framed choice or open choice instruction.
At times, there were periods of confusion in the classroom as students attempted
to determine the teacher’s intent and goals for lessons. They often asked clarifying
questions of Carol in an attempt to ascertain her expectations for the task.
Toward the end of the first semester. Carol devised a reading assessment tool,
“The Literature Final Test,” for her students. By having the students complete a variety
of post-reading activities such as a Venn Diagram, a gradient scale, and a Yin Yang, she
hoped to assess each student’s knowledge of the three books read as a whole class (see
Appendix F). In this task, the students were to complete five different post-reading tasks.
As I observed, they worked on different activities within the classroom although they
were required to complete a gradient scale, a Venn diagram, and a Yin Yang by the end
of the school day. This assignment, though the students were able to come up with their
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own responses and justifications, clearly had curricular implications dictated by the
classroom teacher. The following is an excerpt of the activity taken from my fieldnotes.
Earlier, the students brainstormed each of the books and the main characters and
events that happened in the books. This was done on chart paper and was
displayed throughout the entire class time. Carol explained what a Venn diagram
and Yin Yang were by giving a definition. She also showed them examples that
previous sixth graders had completed. She told the students to “grab your office
space and begin working.” Nobody really moved though. There were a lot of
questions before they started working and even after they had started. For
example, Mark asked if he could do a comparison of a character in the beginning
of a story and then at the end of the story. He also asked if they needed to do the
Venn diagram or the Yin Yang first. Julie asked about using two characters in the
Venn diagram instead of having to compare a character to herself. Todd asked
how many similarities/differences he had to have in his Venn diagram. He asked
me this question and when I wasn’t sure, he asked Carol who told him he needed
to have seven or eight characteristics. (December 19, 1996 Classroom
Observation)
Other clarifying questions appeared to be related to the content of student writing.
Students seemed to try to make sense of an assignment and make it more of their own.
For example, after being presented with a packet of story starters, one student asked Carol
if she could use dialogue in her story (November 7, 1996 Classroom Observation).
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During another class period, the students were to write their own legend. After
the student teacher explained the format and the guidelines for writing a legend, Kevin
attempted to clarify the assignment even more.
Kevin asked a question during the introduction to their writing today. After the
student teacher told the students their characters had to have good qualities, Kevin
asked if his character needed to be strong and good and respectable, or if he could
be non-respectable, scared and weak. (December 3, 1996 Classroom Observation)
At times, the clarifying questions appeared superficial as the students worried
about the presentation of their material. For example, students asked if they could add
illustrations to their written stories. Another example of an appearance-related clarifying
questions occurred during the final stages of a writing project:
Carol told the students the final copy was due tomorrow and several students said,
“Whaaatt?” Two students asked if the paper needed to be handwritten or if it
could be done at home on the computer. Mark said. “But I’m not done, I only
have one page and two sentences.” Carol noted that their stories might not be all
the way finished, but each one did need to have a beginning, a middle, and an end.
She also told them this assignment was their October writing sample and it would
be placed in their portfolios. (October 15, 1996 Classroom Observation)
Framed Choice
[During writing time] We would be sitting down at our desks and spread out
sometimes—or we just stay where we are. You might see some people, you know,
talking back and forth. Sometimes they just start to talk about their own little
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conversation about something and sometimes they’re talking about writing. It
isn’t really loud when they’re doing this, they get their work done, but there’s just
some talking. (Matt)
Controlled choice can be thought of as being driven by the classroom teacher or
the curriculum. Students complete assignments for the purpose of receiving a grade or
fulfilling some curricular goal. Framed choice, on the other hand, is more open.
Although the task identified as framed choice has ties with the curriculum, the students
have options within it and are then able to concentrate more on making meaning of their
learning.
Framed choice can be thought of as the bridge between controlled choice and
open choice. Students are given options in their reading and writing and, at times, are
also encouraged to add their own ideas to the list of possible assignment options. During
my classroom observations, the class read The Great Gillv Hopkins (Paterson. 1978), a
book about a foster child who finds it difficult to love and let herself be loved. After the
students completed reading The Great Gillv Hopkins. Carol presented them with a list of
three writing options. The following is an excerpt from my fieldnotes.
Carol outlined three different options for the students to choose from for their
writing assignments. They were written on a transparency and she uncovered each
option as she talked about it. She referred to these options as “starters.” She also
told the students they could add another option if they thought of something else
they wanted to do. The first option asked the students to write a different ending
to the story or else add another chapter to the story. The second option told the
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students to imagine they were in Gilly’s shoes and write diary entries that stated
her thoughts, hopes, and fears. This option also involved writing down her
impressions of the other characters in the story. Finally, the third option asked the
students to pretend they were a foster child. They were then to describe what their
family was like, how they were treated, and what kinds of adjustments would be
necessary to make. After she outlined each option, Carol asked the students to
talk about the possibilities for each one. For example, after Carol read the first
option. Sandy raised her hand and suggested that a person could talk about what it
would be like to live with Grandma. Jake suggested a student could write about
Trotter and WE coming to take Gilly back home with them. (October 8, 1996
Classroom Observation)
Assertion #3: During periods of framed choice, students adapted the assignment
to fit their own interpretation of what was valuable to know and understand.
As illustrated in the above classroom example, students invested personal interest
in the assignment when they perceived it to be framed rather than controlled. They asked
questions and provided suggestions to adapt the assignment to fit their own needs and
interests. The following example is shown in three parts. The first excerpt is from a
writing conference held with a sixth grader named Elaine. She is a foster child and chose
the third option in her writing response to The Great Gilly Hopkins (Paterson. 1978).
The other student I talked to about her writing was Elaine. She didn’t want to
read her story aloud to me; rather, she wanted me to just read it silently. She
chose the option where she was a foster child and had to tell about her feelings,
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etc... I asked her why she chose that option and she said, “I’m still a foster kid
and I thought this would be the easiest for me.” When I asked Elaine how she
came up with the descriptive language she used in writing about the day she met
her foster parents, she said, “I had a lump in my throat and I didn't want to cry.
I’d rather cry to myself than in front of anybody....My stomach was slushy, just
like the snow was melting and slushy.” (October 8, 1996 Classroom
Observation)
I recorded a second observation about Elaine’s writing during Author’s Comer the
following week. This particular Author’s Comer consisted of everybody sharing their
response piece to The Great Gillv Hopkins (Paterson, 1978).
Elaine’s story was not the same story she read to me last week. It was a longer
story and although it was still about the day she met her foster mother, it didn’t
have the same words or descriptive language I’d seen in her earlier draft.
(October 16. 1996 Classroom Observation)
In my field journal from October 16, 1996 I wrote:
I wonder if Elaine changed her story because she didn't want her classmates to
hear her “real” feelings about meeting her foster mother—the “slushy stomach”
and “crying to herself.” The story she shared was well-written, it just seemed to
lack the depth of the earlier draft. I’m not sure what that means, but it’s nice to
see that she feels she has the ownership of the piece to change it as she chooses.
(Field Journal Entry)

The combination of these three excerpts demonstrate the major components of framed
choice. First of all, the assignment was planned around Carol’s curricular goals for
reading and writing. However, this assignment falls within the category of framed choice
rather than controlled choice because Carol provided the students with several options for
their writing response. The classroom excerpts demonstrate how one student structured
the assignment to fit her own needs.
Another example of student input in framed choice occurred during a peer editing
session. After writing a piece, each student was given the opportunity to ask a peer for
input on a specific writing convention or strategy he/she felt needed work.
Earlier in the week, the students wrote acrostic poems about mummification.
These poems were in various stages of the writing process. Some poems were typed,
while others were handwritten with scribbles and marks throughout the document. Carol
told the students they needed to “do some peer editing” with them. In her instructions,
she told them they needed to have three people read through each of their poems. Rather
than choose people to peer edit, she told them to start off by passing their poems to the
person on their right. The following excerpt illustrates several students’ thoughts
regarding their written work.
Before they passed their papers to a peer, each student needed to write down what
he/she would like the editor to focus on. As the students were editing, I walked
around the classroom and took note of the various writing techniques the students
wrote down. One person wrote, “I wrote my poem so it would make sense.”
Another student said she tried to use words that fit with the letters—she didn’t
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want to have to use a word that didn’t seem to fit. Another said that he wanted the
order of his poem to be in the same order as the way the bodies were mummified.
I noticed that many students didn’t fill this portion of the sheet out. (October 24,
1996 Classroom Observation)
Students were also given the opportunity to choose a reading group or style that
meshed with their own. This falls within the realm of framed choice because all the
students needed to complete the task of reading the chapter of a literature book; yet, they
were able to choose the manner in which that reading would be completed. Students
could choose to read by themselves, with partners, or in small groups. They also chose if
they wanted to read at their desks, in comers of the room, in the small group room, or in
the hallway. As I walked around the classroom and hallway, I noticed a variety of ways
the students chose to complete the reading activity.
In the first group, composed of three girls, one student read aloud until she
got tired of reading, then it was somebody else’s turn. They did not read any
specific length of text or in any specific sequence. I asked how they figured out
when to stop and Nicole said, “We just read until we don’t feel like it anymore.”
When one student stumbled over a word, another one supplied the missing word.
As soon as I walked out into the hallway, I could hear the second group of
readers. This group consisted of three boys. They were all reading the chapter
aloud, at the same pace. When I walked by, one of them said, “Maybe we should
read one person at a time because I’m feeling kind of lost.” They didn’t do this
though because the other two boys said “No.”

The last group that 1 observed only had two boys in it. They each read two
paragraphs and then the other would begin reading. They didn’t offer each other
any help when they stumbled over a word. Todd, one of the boys, said that when
he came to a word he didn’t know, he just tried to sound it out himself. Justin
nodded his head at that. They also said they didn’t like sitting “eye to eye, knee to
knee” because they were too far apart like that. They prefer to sit beside each
other so they can hear each other read. (October 28, 1996 Classroom
Observation)
Open Choice
[During writing time] There’s lots of talking. People like to tell everyone their
ideas, they get just excited and there’s a lot of writing too. There’s a lot of
walking around though ‘cuz people love to tell their ideas. (Julie)
During periods of open choice, the sixth grade students make decisions about their
own learning. Although the process and product of learning might have originally been
based on curricular goals, the student has taken some control over the learning. The
learning can be thought of as something the children do for themselves, not for the
purpose of completing an assignment.
Open choice is different from controlled choice and framed choice in that the
classroom teacher does not deliberately plan for it. It is the individual student’s interests
that drive his/her learning; rather than the teacher’s plans. The classroom teacher
facilitates open choice by listening to these interests and encouraging students to pursue
them; yet this can be largely incidental. Consequently, it proved difficult to find one
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specific classroom example that illustrated the concept of open choice. Each student has
his/her own circumstances that surround the events of open choice; as learning styles vary
from child to child, so do the conditions that promote open choice.
Assertion #4: When students perceived circumstances of open choice, they made
unsolicited judgments relating to the quality of their work and the time they spent on
completing a task.
Throughout this study, it appeared that students relied on the classroom teacher’s
expectations to focus their learning during periods of controlled and framed choice. In
open choice, however, the students rarely asked clarifying questions and seemed to rely
on their own decisions in their learning. An example of this occurred as several students
worked on the classroom computers. Four students were at the computers plugging in
their data for their Egyptian research mini-reports. In order to fulfill the assignment, the
report needed to include five facts about the chosen topic. Previous to working on the
computers, the students collected facts about Egyptian games, schooling, and food.
Four students were working on the computers as other students read at their desks
or finished other homework. From my understanding, about half of the class was
also working on computers, but in other classrooms. I only observed the students
in Carol’s classroom. During the time she was at the computer. Paige went
through several different types of drafts. At first, Paige used a stamped football to
illustrate one kind of game that Egyptian children played. But then she decided
she didn’t want the stamp so she erased it and used the drawing tools to make her
own football shape. Paige kept asking Mary how to do certain tasks on the

87

computer. I asked Mary how she knew so much about the program they were
using. She told me that she started using it in third grade and had lots of time to
practice it. She also told me that she didn’t have it at home, so school was the
only time she was able to work on it. Ellie appeared more comfortable with the
computer program than Paige because she was mostly working by herself. She
seemed satisfied with her first draft and by the middle of the time period, she was
working on recording the text. She ended up recording her text about eight times
because she either forgot a portion, mispronounced something, or forgot to save it.
(November 5, 1997 Classroom Observation)
When students chose to spend free time on unassigned work, I viewed this as
falling under the category of open choice; the students chose to spend their own time on
the task, and they also made a judgment about their work before sharing it with others.
On two separate occasions, Elaine shared her artistic work with me. One picture related
to the subject under study in social studies, while another one was “...just something that
came to me when I was drawing’" (December 3, 1996 Classroom Observation). The
following excerpt is from the first time Elaine shared a picture with me.
While students switched teams for the Spell Down, Elaine came over and showed
me a picture she’d drawn the night before. The picture was of a mummy and an
embalmer or a priest with an animal-like head. The picture was done in pencil, on
white paper, and she had pasted it onto black construction paper. She told me that
she’d already shared it with Carol and they were going to put it in the hall.
(October 22, 1996 Classroom Observation)
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Although the next picture Elaine shared with me was unrelated to a topic under study, I
felt it demonstrated her self-judgment and ownership in her drawing.
During the Spell Down, Elaine came up and showed me a pencil drawing that she
had finished the previous night. Her picture reminded me of Venice because it had
canals and tall, castle-like buildings that sat right on the edge of the canal. She
told me that her picture wasn’t necessarily Venice, but that it just came to her
when she was drawing. I told her that she had a lot of talent and I hoped she knew
that. She then said, “Well, that’s what people have been telling me.” (December
3, 1996 Classroom Observation)
Assertion #5: When students perceived circumstances of open choice, they set
personal goals and pursued individual interests in their learning.
In the sixth-grade classroom, each student kept a log of the books he/she read (see
Appendix F). After a book was read, a student then made an entry into the log which
included the title, author, and genre of the book. The students also wrote the date they
completed the book and gave it a rating on a scale from one to ten, with one being that the
student disliked the book, while a ten meant the book was at the top of the student’s list.
In late October I looked through the reading logs of the students and noticed varying
numbers of books that were read. Some students had filled almost half the page (fifteen
books), while others recorded only the books that the class had read aloud (two books).
During a student interview, I asked Beth how she felt about reading and asked her to rate
her feelings on a scale of one to ten. The following is an excerpt from that interview:

Researcher:

.. .On a scale of one to ten, how would you rate reading? Like if
ten were really good—you love reading, and one was really bad.

Beth:

I probably, ten and a half, (laughter)

Researcher:

OK, so you LOVE reading...

Beth:

I love reading, but I don’t read all the time. I’m really busy.

Researcher:

Mmmm, yeah. You have to find the time.

Beth:

Yeah. I’ve already read 26 books this school year already.

Researcher:

And is that on your list that you keep in the classroom?

Beth:

Yeah. I’m trying to get up to 100.

After the interview, Carol and I discussed Beth’s goal of reading 100 books by the end of
the school year. This was a goal that Beth had set for herself; Carol never asked the
students to set personal goals for their reading. However, by providing the framework for
recording books, Carol facilitated the process of Beth setting her own reading goals.
Students took control over their own learning in other ways, too. During the
Egyptian study, Mark went to the public library and checked out resource books on
Egypt. He often referred to these books during classroom discussions on Egypt.
Mark brought some books that he checked out from the public library. Carol
asked him if he wanted to share some of the information with the class but he
declined, stating, “It’s too deep and difficult.” He then told Carol he had a special
book for her to read and said that maybe she could take it home and read it and
share her learning with the rest of the class. (October 30, 1996 Classroom
Observation)
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Carol facilitated ownership by valuing student questions and encouraging them to
pursue their interests. During a class discussion about building the Egyptian pyramids,
Jake asked a question regarding the number of people that died while they were building
the pyramids. Carol said she didn’t have the answer, but it would be something
interesting to find out. At that point in the discussion, another student raised his hand and
said he was reading about that in another class and he could work with Jake to find out
the answers for the class. Jake agreed to this by nodding his head. (October 30, 1996
Classroom Observation)
Factors Affecting Choice
Classroom teachers often find it easier to talk about allowing students choices in
their learning than to actually implement student choice. Carol’s classroom is really no
different from most. She stated,
My best lessons have been when I’ve had a focus to my lesson and given choices.
Kids’ products are much better than I ever could have planned for because your
classroom is full of kids with different ideas. And those ideas are generated in
many different ways.
Even though Carol believes it is important for students to have input into their
learning, she spoke about four factors that affect the amount of input her students actually
have: time, money, support, and student maturity and community. Each of these factors
may or may not affect student choice in a learning environment; part of the success of
facilitating student choice depends upon the teacher’s own outlook—how he/she handles

the situation. Consequently, one of these factors may appear insurmountable to a teacher,
while another teacher may find it only a temporary stumbling block.
Time
A classroom teacher’s time is very valuable; yet it seems there are ever increasing
demands on their time. We seem to continually add curriculum topics to their teaching
load without ever taking anything away. Thus, finding time to plan for student choice
and then finding the time during the student contact time to implement student choice
may be viewed as a daunting task for many classroom teachers.
During an informal conversation, Carol provided an example of how this plays
out in the classroom. Beginning in January, the students were in the midst of completing
a biography unit. Carol had divided the unit into four different phases (see Appendix F).
As we talked, she shared the unit description with me and pointed out places where
changes had been made due to the constraints of the daily schedule. For example, during
phase one, the students only read and reported on four biographies instead of the usual
seven. They also canceled the idea of completing a brief report from a picture card. Carol
stated, “Time is a big thing. We either give and give and give during the school day or
else explain it and ask them [the students] to take it home to do. It’s a real issue.’’
Money
Carol stated that the greatest strength of her reading and writing program is that
she “...taps into good literature.” Yet, this good literature does not come without
financial support. Consequently, she finds herself spending much of her own money on
books and other classroom materials that facilitate student choice. If she doesn’t spend

her own money, she then finds herself using up her ‘spare’ time to write grants or look for
other methods of securing funding for valuable classroom materials. Regarding this, she
stated,
If an administrator said to me, “Here’s some dollars for you to buy literature to
accompany your units in the classroom,”- that would be just really exciting. To
be able to support the concepts we’re teaching with good literature and good
informational materials to extend what we do in the classroom, that would be
heaven for me.
Support
If a classroom teacher is to be successful in his/her teaching endeavors, a
supportive principal is always welcomed. When teachers and principals work together,
more can be accomplished. As noted earlier, it might be the principal that is able to come
up with extra funds to provide learning materials that will enhance student learning. Yet,
another way for a principal to be supportive is to actually understand and encourage the
teacher and his/her teaching style and methods. Carol stated.
I want to be able to have my principal say, “You try to meet the needs of the
students in as many ways as you can.” I think the greatest gift that any
administrator or colleague can give me is flexibility. It’s essential to have
benchmarks and standards that are mandated throughout the district in each
curriculum areas to ensure that critical knowledge is taught. However, a canned
or limited curriculum which lacks flexibility and imagination would be a
“cognitive” and “emotional” death for me as an instructor.

Support for student choice is also found in the curriculum materials the students
use in their everyday learning. When Carol plans her daily lessons, she takes into
account the district-wide, grade-level themes and her curriculum guides on which she
then bases her plans. When she feels she has some flexibility and support from her
administration, Carol is more comfortable making curricular decisions that affect the
twenty-eight students in her classroom. She is then able to adapt and modify the lessons
for their individual needs ranging from the most reluctant learner to the most skilled.
Without flexibility from her principal, this type of learning environment would be less
likely to occur.
Student Maturity and Community
Finally, Carol believes that the maturity level and the sense of community within
the classroom affect the teacher’s decisions in facilitating student choice. She stated,
The frustrating part of meeting the needs of all my students is knowing where to
begin. Our classroom becomes quite structured to begin with just to try to feel out
the personalities of the kids.... Around February of the year, our reading program
is almost exclusively on the kids’ choice. You could never start out that way
because your kids who don't like to read would be lost totally. The kids who love
to read would be so immersed in the book that they wouldn't be a part of anything
else in the classroom, they would read all day. So there has to be a happy
medium. I guess if there’s a word that I try to strive for more than anything in the
classroom is balance.

Consequently, Carol finds that as the community within a classroom builds throughout
the course of the school year, there is more room for student input into their own learning.
Composite Profile
Throughout the process of observing in the sixth-grade classroom, I interviewed
nine student volunteers. I met with each student two times and asked questions about
their views of reading, writing, and learning. Siedman (1991) stated. “We interview in
order to come to know the experience of the participants through their stories. We learn
from hearing and studying what the participants say” (p. 91). When using multiple
interviews, a composite profile may be developed to represent the voices of the
interviewees. This method of crafting a profile was successfully used in a dissertation
(Asbeck, 1993) from the University of North Dakota.
After transcribing and coding the interviews, I felt it best to let the words of the
sixth-grade students speak for themselves. Jolene’s Story is a composite profile of the
nine students and what they had to say during the eighteen interviews. Each of the
students I interviewed read through the composite profile and verified its accurate
representation of a student’s experience within this particular sixth-grade classroom.
Jolene does not represent any one of the students; rather, she is a combination of the
interests and thoughts of the nine different students—told in their words.
Jolene's Story
Monday, February 24
My sixth-grade teacher asked me to keep a log about reading and writing for the
next few weeks. She said I can write anything I want to in it, but to keep in mind that she

and maybe some other people would be reading it. I’m glad she told me that—I wouldn’t
want to get real personal or anything and then have some strangers read it. At least now I
know to keep this strictly to reading and writing things—not talk about my friends or
anything like that!!!
Right now, in reading, we’re in the middle of reading a book. Actually, we’re
almost done reading it. Everyone in the whole class is reading the same book, it’s The
Great Gillv Hopkins by Katherine Paterson. I like it, but it’s not quite as good as our last
one. That one was Where the Red Fern Grows by Wilson Rawls.
I like to read books. My teacher, she picks out good books. Sometimes people
talk during reading, but usually everyone’s into the book because our teacher picks out
really good books. Actually being able to read the books is my very favorite part of
reading though. The questions we have to answer after reading aren’t the funnest, but we
get to read the book so it’s worth it.
Tuesday, February 25
I like it when we get to choose who we read with. We get to choose right after we
read all together. We can read with a partner, with like four people, or read all by
ourselves. I usually like to read all by myself because I can read faster then and I feel
more comfortable. If I read by myself then I can get it done faster so I have time to do
my writing assignment. Sometimes, too, if I’m with a partner, we might like goof off
sometimes. So I usually like to read all by myself. I think the best place to read is at my
desk because it’s quiet and comfortable. When I’m at my desk I can just sit there in one
spot instead of having to sit there and move to get more comfortable and stuff. When I’m
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at my desk it’s really quiet and it doesn’t seem like anybody is listening to me read. I
don’t have to worry about reading in front of other people. I don’t know, I just like being
at my desk the best because everyone’s talking like way outside of where I am and I’m
not right beside them so then I can concentrate.
If I have to read with a partner, I usually choose to read with my friends because I
feel more comfortable with them. I’m not going to go up to someone in my class I don’t
really know and say, “Do you want to read with me?” I don’t know if they would really
want to read with me or not, so I just don’t do that. I kind of like to read with people who
read at about the same level as me too. I don’t really like slowing down or speeding up.
So, most of my friends are at the same level as me.
Wednesday, February 26
We finished reading The Great Gillv Hopkins today. It was a good book, but I
don’t like the way it ended. I didn’t like it when Gilly got back to the house and when
her Grandma takes her even though she really wanted to be with Trotter.
After we got done reading the story, we got to choose what to write about. We
could make a different ending for the story, add a chapter to it, or we could pretend we
were a foster child and talk about what that would be like. 1 decided to do a new ending
since I wasn’t really satisfied with Katherine Paterson's ending. I guess I just thought
that having Gilly’s mother not appreciate her or not like her at the end was too
disappointing to Gilly. In my ending, I made it so her mother is not too nice to her at the
beginning but then she ends up showing Gilly that she loves her. I like my ending way
better because it’s happier.
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Thursday, February 27
Today, my teacher asked me to write about what I think about when somebody
says the word “reading.” Well, I guess that I usually just picture some of my favorite
books that I’ve read at home or even the books that we read in school. I know that some
people probably picture other things, but mostly, I just get a picture of books that I’ve
read.
She also said that I could write about how I go about choosing a book to read. I
know that people usually say not to judge a book by its cover, but one of the books I’ve
read I just had to choose by its cover because it looked so interesting. So, I guess when
I’m looking for a book, I usually go around and if a book catches my eye, I just read the
back of it. Then, if it sounds good, I check it out. The thing is that if the cover is boring
and it doesn’t show me anything, that kind of turns me off on a book. But if the cover
looks interesting and it looks like the people on the cover are having fun or doing
something funny or something like that--I like those kinds of books.
The other way that I choose books is by what I hear other people saying. Like,
I’ve heard that some books are really bad. So if I heard that about a book we were
reading, I’d probably go, “Oh great. They say it was really boring.” I kind of go by
what other people say. Some of my favorite books now, I’m reading because of my
friends. Like I never read any books from this one series, and one of my friends had
every book there was at that time. He told me I had to start reading them. He let me use
one of his books and I was reading that for awhile.

If I’m really stuck for a book, I might just go to a certain area in our library.
There’s this place where they have ELBA books that I like to look at. They’re special
books that we vote on here, I used to think ELBA meant that Everybody Loves Books A
lot, but the librarian told me it actually means Elementary Librarian Book Award.
Whatever—I sometimes check those books out too.
Friday, February 28
When you’re a teacher, I think you should let kids have choices of which books
they want to read. But if I were the teacher, I’d pick books too. I’d pick books that a lot
of people would like- that the class would enjoy. If some people like comedy and some
people like scary books. I’d find something with a little bit of both in it. I’d probably
pick some books that are my favorite too, books that I really like.
When we’re all reading together. I’d probably have my students do dialogue too,
or sometimes even act it out. I’d probably pick somebody to be the narrator and people to
play the different parts. A lot of the kids really like it when you just go up and act it out
with your hands and everything, so I’d probably do that a lot.
Then I'd let the kids choose if they wanted to read with the class or if they wanted
to read by themselves. I’d let them pick their own partners because if they don't like the
partners they’re with they don't usually pay attention and they goof off. Either that or
they just sulk. So sometimes I’d ask them what they wanted to do.
After we’re done reading, I’d have my students do some writing assignments.
Like I’d ask them, “What part of the chapter did you like the most?” Or else they could
write a summary of what they read so I could check if they actually read it. I would only

have them do like maybe two questions, but they would have to write a half page for each
question. Sometimes, too, if I was teaching reading, I would stop the reading and ask
them if they get the chapter—if they understand what they’re saying in the book.
Monday, March 3
We had a Football Spell Down today. It’s a way that we get to practice our
spelling words by having fun and playing games. There are like two teams that go up to
the front of the room and the teacher gives us words to spell. If I spell the word right, my
team moves toward the goal line and we get to keep the ball. But if I spell the word
wrong, the other team has a chance to spell the word. If they get it right, then they
intercept the ball and get to try to score a touchdown. We start out by going through the
words on our spelling list, but then we get to choose what point value of words we want
to spell. Like, I can choose a five point word, a ten pointer, fifteen pointer or a twenty
point word. I usually choose words that are either five or ten point words. They can be a
little challenging, but I can usually spell them. With the four different kinds—the five,
ten, fifteen, and twenty—I pick words from the bottom half because then I can move up at
a steady pace and I won’t have to worry about if they get an interception or something.
Sometimes, if I’m not having a good day or if I’m getting distracted, I might choose five
point words. I guess that it sort of depends on what kind of day I’m having.
Anyway, my strategy usually works—at least it did today since I didn’t get
intercepted even one time!

Tuesday, March 4
When I think about the word writing, I usually think about the books or stories
that I’ve written. I like to write fiction or adventure stories, but sometimes I write non
fiction stuff. I guess I think writing is when you write on a paper and you write pretty
much what you think of something.
I have three favorite parts for writing-they’re all sort of related. I like thinking up
what I’m going to write about because it’s not like there’s any right or wrong answers.
But I don’t like it when teachers tell you what you have to write about because then that's
kind of boring. I just think it’s really boring when you have to write about summer
vacation and stuff.
After I’ve figured out what I’m going to write about, I like to do the actual
writing. I like it when I get to the middle part of a story because it’s easy for me to
actually work out the plot. I’ve already built up my characters and I just have to go along
with the story. Then, when I’m all done with my story, I like it because it’s all done and
I’ve got a good story. I like that part—the rereading of my own story.
The thing with writing is that you need to be comfortable when you do it -that’s
why I like to write at my desk. I have everything I might need inside my desk and I’m
comfortable there since I’ve pretty much been sitting there all day. I have something hard
to write on too. If I got up to write in the comer of the room, 1 might get my paper all
crumpled up or something like that, so I’d just rather write at my desk. Whenever we
start writing, the teacher tells us to make our own office space by spreading out our desks.

Then I have space to write and it’s more quiet too. I like it to be quiet- with no one else
around. Then I can think about what I’m writing.
Wednesday, March 5
Sometimes when we have writing, I just can’t think of anything to write. I can’t
think of any ideas and that’s like really boring because I just sit there and try to think of
something. When that happens, I usually go around and see what other people have, to
see if I can get ideas off of theirs. It helps to just talk to other people too. Sometimes
when I’m telling someone a story, a lot of ideas pop into my head as I’m talking and that
makes my writing easier. Or the other way around, too, because sometimes people read
me their stories and I get ideas from theirs.
One time the teacher told us we could look at other books and stuff to get ideas.
That helps me out sometimes too. Like when we were writing legends. I read some other
legends and then I got an idea for my legend. Or you can look in other books and see
what they have and kind of think or mix their ideas with your own. Sometimes, too, it
just helps to read something and that might give you an idea of what to write about.
Thursday, March 6
I already told you that I like to write my own stories and that I really like it when I
have the whole thing done and I can go back and read what I wrote. But sometimes
getting to that point is the hardest part. I think the editing is the hardest part about
writing. Sometimes I can’t say the words clearly or if I have to think about how words
are spelled and I have to look in the dictionary. Sometimes I get kind of mad.
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It’s hard to edit your own writing too. I like editing other people’s stories but not
my own because I know what my story is about and I never really catch my mistakes. I
just don’t see them. Like if the word “writing” was spelled wrong, I probably wouldn’t
even notice it until I read it one more time.
Friday, March 7
If I were the teacher, I’d teach writing by having the students write about
whatever they wanted to write about. I think writing is more fun when you can write
about anything—like when we did legends and I could write about superpowers and
people flying. I guess that’s kind of like giving them the main topic, like legends, but
then the students can do it however style they want to. I’d watch what the students were
writing though. Like if one kid’s stories all seemed to be sort of the same kind of writing,
I’d try to give them more practice and more involved with other kinds of stories. If he
wrote all ancient stories or fiction stories, I’d tell him to write a poem or something like
that.
I think I’d probably have the students have office space too—like when we move
our desks around and have our own little space to write. It’s nice because you have your
own space, but you don’t get in trouble for going and talking to other people. I think I’d
use that to teach writing.
When we’re writing, I probably wouldn’t have a time that a story needed to be
done because I don’t like that. It’s like sometimes I keep going and going and then I
can’t get my story done. And other times it’s so short and I’m done writing and I don’t
have anything to do. If I taught this way, when people got done with their story, they

could share it in Author’s Comer right away. That might give other people some ideas
for their writing too. I guess I’d give people choices to share though because I know that
some people don’t like to share. So, if my students didn’t want to read their story out
loud, they wouldn’t have to. If I were the teacher. I’d probably do the things I like to do
in writing and keep them the same, but change some other stuff.
Well, the two weeks of keeping this log are up. I hope you had fun reading all
this stuff!!
Summary
The vignettes and anecdotes depicted in this chapter presented a portrait of
choices and ownership of learning in one particular classroom. Although each classroom
possesses its own chemistry and charisma, characteristics of this particular learning
environment may be identifiable in most other classrooms. Chapter Five presents the
conclusions of this study and explores how these conclusions may affect educators.
Suggestions for further research are also presented.

CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSIONS, EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS, AND SUGGESTIONS FOR
FURTHER RESEARCH

“When students are involved in real-life tasks, they learn more effectively as they
strive to construct meaning to satisfy their needs” (Snowball, 1992, p. 54)
The purpose of this study was to look at issues of authenticity, ownership and
choice within a sixth-grade classroom. Various researchers (Cronin, 1993; Edelsky and
Smith, 1984; Kucer, 1991; Newmann and Wehlage, 1993; and Snowball, 1992) believe
authentic teaching and learning can facilitate the meaning-making processes of our
students. By providing for authentic learning, educators can help their students see the
connections between school learning and real-world learning. This study focused on the
teacher’s and students’ perceptions of choice in a sixth-grade classroom. By studying the
literacy events of the classroom, I hoped to discern the policies and routines that
facilitated choice and the benefits, as well as limitations, of choice.
This chapter highlights the conclusions of the study and then proceeds to delineate
educational implications from the conclusions. The final section of this chapter discusses
possibilities for further research in the area of authenticity, ownership, and choice.
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Conclusions
I get so empowered when I see kids having the opportunity to voice their opinions
without having criticisms or having condemnation....The only way I can feel
comfortable in teaching is allowing the kids to have some flexibility. But, after
this many years of teaching, I think it’s impossible to just let kids make choices
on their own all day, you just wouldn’t get things done....Balance, balance,
balance. Balance is the key. (Carol)
Throughout the course of this study, the students experienced opportunities to
make choices in their learning. These opportunities were presented in the form of
purposeful teaching strategies. As evidenced in the above quote, Carol believes that
student learning cannot be facilitated by allowing total classroom choice; nor can it be
enhanced by providing too rigid of a classroom structure. Consequently, she feels a
balance of the two needs to be in place.
During classroom observations, classroom teacher and student interviews, and
informal discussions with the classroom teacher and students, there appeared to be a
variety of learning situations presented to the students that affected their ownership in the
learning process. I labeled these situations as controlled choice, framed choice, and open
choice and placed them on a continuum of choice. The continuum is illustrated below.

Control ed Choice

Frameci Choice

Oper Choice

Figure 2. Continuum of Choice Within the Sixth-Grade Classroom.
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The five assertions in Chapter Four represent the experiences of the students
within this continuum of choice. Assertions #1 and #2 outline the characteristics noted
during periods of controlled choice: students displayed more examples of off-task
behavior and asked more clarifying questions during this type of instruction than during
periods of framed and open choice. Assertion #3 pertains to framed choice: students
adapted the assignment to fit their own interpretation of what they deemed valuable to
know and understand. Finally, Assertions #4 and #5 were more likely to occur during
periods of open choice than during framed or controlled choice. During periods of open
choice, students made unsolicited judgments about their work and took ownership of their
learning by setting personal goals and pursuing individual interests.
Controlled choice can be thought of as classroom instruction that is shaped by the
curriculum materials or directed by the classroom teacher. It usually involves teachermade or published materials in which the students have specific tasks to complete.
Learning tasks are devised, explained, and assigned by the classroom teacher for the
purpose of measuring student learning. Students recognize this type of learning as
“schoolwork” and find it the hardest type to relate to real-world learning opportunities.
When the sixth-grade students perceived the learning task to be one of controlled choice,
there were more occurrences of off-task behavior and more clarifying questions were
asked. Some of these behaviors also occurred during framed and open choice, but not to
the same extent. This pattern exhibited by the students appears to support a statement
made by Moffett and Wagner (1992), “Different structuring by individual students does
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not lead to undisciplined classes. Students who are making choices are less likely to
cause disruption, not more” (p. 24.)
Although framed choice is also somewhat guided by curricular mandates, the
classroom teacher and students are provided with more opportunities to take control of
their teaching and learning. The classroom teacher provides options for students to
choose from; thus, there is more room within the realm of framed choice for students to
make personal connections with their learning. Students often view learning tasks in
framed choice as something they “must do,” yet, they may also revise or rework an
assignment in order to make it more personally relevant to their learning. By providing
framed choice learning tasks, educators increase the likelihood that transformational
learning will occur. Camboume (1995) states,
Transformation is the process that enables learners to “own” or be responsible for
their learning. The process of making something ones’ own involves learners
transforming the meanings and/or skills that someone else has demonstrated into a
set of meanings and/or skills that are uniquely theirs, (p. 188).
Open choice allows students the most flexibility for making choices about their
learning. Although the process and product of learning might have originally been based
on curricular goals, the student has taken over some control of the learning. Open choice
allows for the most student ownership because it is the student who decides to pursue a
topic of interest; it is the student’s interests, not the teacher’s lesson plans, that drive
his/her learning. Peterson’s (1992) description of a student in the fifth stage of learning,
constructed knowledge, falls within open choice on the continuum. It is at this stage of
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learning that the learner views himself/herself as having knowledge to use and share;
students value their own personal experience and are able to make connections between
knowledge and experience.
If students are to feel responsible for their learning, educators need to open their
doors and be prepared to give them responsibility. Through the course of studying this
particular sixth-grade classroom, it became apparent that educators need to find a balance
between controlling children’s choices in the classroom and allowing for total choice.
Consequently, in whole language classrooms, where choice is valued, there is a
continuum of choice which reflects the natural conditions of learning.
Educational Implications
I viewed the teaching and learning process as a continuum of choice rather than
individual entities because of the degree of overlap which can. and does occur. Although
some of the lessons I observed clearly fell into the arena of controlled choice, others were
much harder to categorize. Within a lesson, there might be periods of controlled choice
and periods of open choice. It is not an “all or nothing” type of learning situation.
Students deserve to have responsibility in their learning. When educators begin to
view teaching as an atmosphere of “shared authority,” students reap the benefits. DudleyMarling (1995) states, “Ownership isn’t something we can give to our students; however,
even if we can’t give it, we can create conditions that permit (or deny) students
opportunities to assume responsibility for (some) decisions affecting their learning” (p.
14). The best way for educators to strike the balance between providing too little support
or too much direction in their teaching is to reflect on their practice. Where do the
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majority of their lessons fall on the choice continuum? If the majority fall within
controlled choice, how can teachers change their teaching to include more lessons with
framed or open choice?
Carol believes in the need for a balance. This was evident in the classroom
observations and in our informal conversations toward the end of my study. The students
also appeared to see teaching and learning as a balance between curricular goals and
student choices. During the student interviews, a number of them spoke about two or
three different teaching strategies they would utilize as a classroom teacher of reading and
writing; these strategies ranged on the continuum from falling under controlled choice to
open choice.
As educators search for ways to find the necessary balance in facilitating choice in
their classrooms, Camboume (1988) suggests it is important to display confidence and
trust in the students. Once this trust is apparent to students, they will feel more
comfortable working with the classroom teacher to negotiate their learning. Carol
displayed this sense of trust. She often referred to the notion of building a learning
community in her classroom. As observed in classroom interactions, the students felt
comfortable speaking about their own experiences and knowledge with their peers. The
modeling of respect and courtesy paid dividends in the way the students interacted with
one another.
However, Camboume's (1988) idea of trust and confidence must be displayed by
the classroom teacher in other, more cognitive ways, also. If classroom teachers are to
encourage their students to make their own learning choices, they must also know where
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the students are in their learning. It is when educators know their students as learners, are
aware of the zone of proximal development, that they are best able to help students
increase their knowledge. As students move toward the internalization of concepts, they
begin to regulate their own learning, thereby taking more ownership and responsibility.
Tharp and Gallimore (1988) state,
.. .to provide assistance in the ZPD, the assistor must be in close touch with the
learner’s relationship to the task. Sensitive and accurate assistance that challenges
but does not dismay the learner cannot be achieved in the absence of this
information, (p. 42)
Carol alluded to this when she referred to how she provides more choices within
her classroom as the school year progresses. She feels that as she comes to know her
students as individuals and is aware of their personal interests, she is better able to help
her students in their learning.
It is also important for educators to remember that new teaching habits do not
evolve overnight. For that reason, educators may wish to start the change process with
small steps, keeping in mind that not every learning experience needs to be overflowing
with choice. Wilson and Wing Jan (1993) suggest students can be encouraged to
negotiate aspects of their learning within three categories: physical organization of the
classroom, working conditions, and aspects of their learning. By thinking about one of
these categories and how change might be implemented, classroom teachers enhance their
probability for success.
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Various authors (Atwell, 1987; Dudley-Marling, 1995; Graves, 1983, Hagerty,
1992; Moffett and Wagner, 1992, Routman, 1991; Searle and Dudley-Marling, 1995;
Stires, 1995; Wilson and Wing Jan, 1993) have made other suggestions for encouraging
choice in a literacy environment. Common elements that emerged from these readings
include:
•

providing students with time to actually read and write

•

stocking the classroom setting with authentic texts and writing materials

•

providing children with a variety of reading and writing materials; varied
interests and levels

•

encouraging children to choose their own reading materials

•

encouraging children to choose the topics for their writing

•

allowing the students to choose what they want to share with the rest of the
class.
Suggestions for Further Research

Researchers have been using the terms “authentic learning” and “choice” since the
early 1980’s; yet many educators today continue to think that the teacher knows best
when it comes to student learning. If educators are to better understand what it means to
allow children to take ownership in their learning, more research in this area must be
done.
As stated earlier, the classroom observations and interviews occurred from a
period beginning in October, 1996 and ending in January, 1997. In one of our final
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conversations, Carol told me she regretted that I was only in the classroom for a couple of
months rather than an entire school year. She feels she provides more choice for her
students toward the middle and end of the year than during the first few months of school.
I share this sense of regret. As I went back for periodic visits, I noticed the students did
seem to be making more choices on their own. However, my observations were mostly
based on looking at the products of student learning rather than the actual learning
process.
I do think it would be useful to spend a whole school year in a classroom studying
the issue of choice and ownership. I feel it would be worthwhile to look at the change
process that occurs as students perceive more choices in their learning. At some point, do
they rely on themselves and available resource materials to aid them in their learning
rather than capable others? It would also be interesting to study how teachers teach their
students to make appropriate choices. How is the process facilitated? These might be
some possible questions to consider in a further study of ownership and choice.
Another research recommendation would be to conduct a similar study with
students in the primary grades. Camboume (1988) suggests that schools model the
acquisition of knowledge after how children originally develop their language skills. Is
there a difference between the ownership young children take in their learning as
compared to the ownership of sixth-grade students? Does the sense of ownership
children feel diminish over the period of years spent in a school setting?
The relationship between portfolios and student’s perceptions of ownership might
also be investigated. Many classroom teachers use portfolios in their classrooms.
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Throughout the course of my study, I collected artifacts from the students I interviewed
so I could gain a better sense of who they were as learners. However, I do not feel I used
these portfolios to their full potential. With all the talk surrounding portfolios and
portfolio assessment, I feel it would be beneficial to talk to students about the actual
contents of their portfolios and how they chose to include certain artifacts. Within the
realm of choice and ownership, it might prove interesting to ask them about the audience
for certain pieces, the place where the piece began to be formed, and why this particular
piece was chosen. By talking with the students, a researcher could gain a sense of a
student’s perception of his/her ownership of the portfolio.
Finally, this study describes the concept of “choice” from the perspectives of one
classroom teacher and her class of sixth graders. After learning about my research
interest, the classroom teacher was hand-picked by the school superintendent.
Consequently, it might prove useful to conduct a similar study using several different
classrooms. The benefits of this research would be the collection of data from a variety
of classroom environments and teaching styles. What common teaching traits might
emerge in this situation? How do the perceptions of ownership vary from classroom to
classroom? Further study of these and other questions lead to a greater understanding of
the role of choice in creating a nation of life-long readers and writers.
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RESEARCH CONTRACT

October 7, 1996
Dear
Thank you for agreeing to let me observe the children in your program. During
these visits, I will be watching for the ways in which the classroom environment
facilitates student ownership in their learning. Particularly, I will be looking at student to
student interactions, teacher with student interactions, and the classroom surroundings. I
will be observing the choices that children make in their daily reading and writing
activities.
I would appreciate any insight you can give me into my observations. Therefore,
I will interview you at some point during the semester. This interview would be set up at
your convenience. In addition, I will interview some of the children in your classroom.
However, before I do any interviewing with the children, I will obtain permission from
their parents or legal guardians and the University of North Dakota. Once again, these
interviews will be set up at a time convenient to you and your students. I will audiotape
these interviews for transcription purposes only. These tapes will be kept in a locked file
at my residence for a period of seven years.
I will begin my observing in October, 1996 and will continue through the
semester. My visits, including any interviews, will be completed by March, 1997. I plan
to be in your classroom between 9:15 and 10:30 a.m. two to three times each week. Each
week, we will determine the exact time frame and days of my observations for the
following week. I may also observe during other content subjects in which reading and
writing activities occur. If there is a time when I am not able to be in your classroom, I
will call you ahead of time.
Throughout this time frame, I will be analyzing the data and writing my doctoral
dissertation. Please keep in mind this report is not an evaluation of you or your
classroom. Within the report, all information will remain anonymous and confidential. I
will provide you with a copy of my dissertation after May 15, 1997.
Thank you for giving me this opportunity to observe your classroom and learn
more about children’s role in their own learning! If you have any questions, please call
me at 780-0996, or call Dr. Deanna Strackbein at 777-2861.
Observer

Date
I have read this contract and agree to all the conditions indicated.

Classroom Teacher

Date

School Principal

Date
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Consent Form
The goal of this study is to learn more about reading and writing choices within an
elementary school setting. I am interested in learning about student’s perceptions of
choice in an elementary school setting. All the information gathered will be analyzed by
the investigator. The information obtained in connection with this study may eventually
become part of the investigator’s doctoral dissertation. Your child’s identity will remain
confidential and anonymous.
With your permission, the investigator will interview your child. The purpose of
this interview is to obtain information regarding his/her perceptions regarding the reading
and writing learning environment. Your decision to have your child participate in the
interviews will not affect his/her grades. If participation is decided, your son or daughter
is free to discontinue interview participation at any time. The interview will be
audiotaped so I can transcribe our conversation. I will do the transcription myself and the
tapes will be kept in a locked file at my home for a period of seven years.
If there are any questions concerning this study, please refer them to Marci
Glessner at 780-0996 or my advisor, Dr. Deanna Strackbein, at 777-2861. You will
receive a copy of this signed consent form for your record of participation in the study. If
you would like to read the final study analysis, please contact Marci Glessner, at the
above number, after May 15, 1997.
************************************************************************

All my questions have been answered and I am encouraged to ask any future
questions that I may have concerning this study. My child and I have read all the above
and willingly agree to have him/her participate in this study as explained to us by Marci
Glessner, UND graduate student.

Parent or Legal Guardian’s Signature

Date

Student Signature

Date
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Coded Version of: 0BSRV1
Elaborated Field Notes
1996

'3/13/1997

October 8,

+Finishing up the book Gilly.
#-LIT BOOKS
T and ST were reading aloud from The
Great Gilly Hopkins by Katherine
Paterson when I entered the classroom.
$-DIAL MODEL
They were each reading the thoughts
and actions of a different character.
$-ST BOOK
Twenty-seven students sat at their
desks, books open, appearing to follow
along in the reading. The students
were on the last chapter of the book.
#-T EMOT QST
T stopped the reading and asked the
class, "How do you feel about this?"
Two different boys responded to her
#-S PERS RXN
question. One of them, Paul, said,
"I'd feel like a retard because I
didn't know it was all a big lie."
#-S PERS RXN
Another student, Elaine, said something
to the effect that "Usually when
people are in foster homes, it's
because moms can't take care of them.
They're doing it because they
love
you, my Mom said it wasn't an
easy
$-POS T RESP
thing to do." After Elaine's
response, T said, "I'm so
appreciative that you shared that because you know what it feels
like
from your own personal experience."
#-T STORY
T then went on to share a few examples
from her own personal experience.
She
talked about the experience of her
cousin. Her cousin had given up a
child for adoption and T first got to
meet her when this child was
eighteen.
She also shared the
example of her husband's brother.
Her brother-in-law and his wife were
unable to have children so they
adopted a child. This child's mother
wrote him a letter telling him that

20:45
1
2
4
6 -fl
7
8
9
10

-$
-$

11
12
13
14

-$
*-$

16 -#
17 -#
18
19 -#
20 |
21 -#
23 -h
24
25
26
27
28
29 -#30
31
32
33
35-h
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
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Code Book
Affective Choice

When students are given the opportunity to choose to finish
a task, or stop. A class vote is usually consistent
with this type of student choice.(Example: Should we keep going,
or move on to something else?)

Assigned Research

When a student is assigned research besides his/her regular
homework. This might be a result of student interest in the subject,
or it might be where the teacher asks for volunteers to conduct
some research.

Choice Rationale

When students provide a rationale for why they did the things they
did~why they made certain choices

Clarifying Question

Student asks questions, directed at the teacher, that are intended to
clear up an assignment or a student’s understanding of a concept.

Desk Choice

When the desk arrangement is different from the previous
observation. The desks are moved, whether this is by teacher
direction or done in a “haphazard” way is unclear.

Dialogue Model

The teaching strategy where students assume the voice of the main
characters in the piece of fiction. They read only the dialogue, and
a narrator then reads the text in between conversations.

Editing Conference

A conference between the teacher, student teacher, or myself with
the students. This content of this conference is with editing issues
only.

Environment Choice There are environmental reasons for the limitation of choice.
Examples include space, time, money, etc...
High Control

When the teacher gives an assignment or gives direction for a task
that needs to be completed. The purpose of the assignment is
clearly related to the goals of the curriculum. Student choice is
limited based on what the classroom teacher perceives as being
important for the students to learn.

Improvise

When students use excuses or provide the audience with a
disclaimer regarding their work. This is also when students make
up an ending or an excuse to conclude their work. (Ex: At the end
of a story, a student telling peers, “I didn’t have time to finish.”)
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Individual Work

When students work by themselves. This could be by teacher
direction or by choice.

Literature Books

Students use actual literature books, not basals, as the text. Each
child is provided with his/her own copy of the literature book.

Low Control

There is student freedom to choose within an assignment or task.
Students are encouraged to complete something in a way that he/
she sees fit. The teacher facilitates student ownership.

Management

When the classroom teacher provides some form of management
control to encourage students to get back on-task.

Medium Control

When the teacher gives some choice/options within the context of
the assignment. She provides a framework to follow, but there
is some flexibility within it. This can be thought of as an either/or
mentality or where students are able to choose an activity from a
teacher-made list.

Neg. Self Talk

When a student puts himself/herself down. This might be
demonstrated verbally or physically.

Negative Feedback

When the classroom teacher provides negative feedback

Off-task

Student behavior is off-task. This is be illustrated through his/
her actions. The student is not paying attention to the topic under
study.

Openended Question When the teacher asks a question in which there is no right or
wrong answer. This is different from a ‘‘Teacher Emotional
Question” because it does not necessarily relate feelings/emotions
about the subject matter.
Partner Work/
Small Group

Students have the choice of working with partners or in .
small groups.

Peer Collaboration

When one member in a group/partner setting helps out another
member. (Ex: sounding out a word or helping them find their
place in the reading.)

Peer Editing

Editing is done by peers, either in partners or small groups.

Positive Feedback

Teacher provides positive reinforcement such as “Good Job”
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Public Approval

Comments, etc... from people outside of the immediate classroom
community on activities/projects completed by the students.

Qualified Choice

Teacher qualifies student choice in response to student questions
and/or behavior. Choice is limited or even taken away.

Reading Choice

When students are able to choose their own book to read.

Read Aloud

When the teacher reads aloud a book to the entire class. The
students may or may not have copies of the book.

Response Actvy.

An activity directed by the teacher. She made it, designed it, and
came up with the framework for the assignment or task.

Revised Work

When a student changes his/her approach or method to an
assignment after a teacher comment.

Round Robin

Students take turns reading aloud out of a text. This can be
where the teacher calls on students to read or they follow a
certain pattern in their reading.

Self Judgment

When a student makes a comment or a decision about his/her
work. This may or may not involve the quality and the content
of the work.

Stalled Writing

When the student isn’t sure how to begin, continue, or end his/her
story. They may have ideas, but aren’t sure how to proceed. They
do not use peers, artifacts, notes, etc... to get unstalled.

Structure Choice

Students are able to choose the physical arrangement/space
for the current reading and/or writing activity.

Student Book

Each student has a copy of his/her own literature book to follow
along with. This is when the books is being used as the main text.

Student Humor

A student’s attempt at humor. The intended audience for this
humor might be the whole class or an individual.

Student Input

When students add to the activity. They somehow change it to
make it more of their own. Students put more choice/options into
the assignment than might have originally been intended.
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Student Justify

When a student explains his/her like or dislike. He or she provides
reasons or actually justifies the response. It is more than just
answering a question, but providing insight into his/her thinking.

Student Ownership

When a student does something that was not assigned or required,
but based on self-interest. This is coded when it has been shared
with the class or with the researcher.

Student Personal Rxn When a student gives a personal reaction to the text such as “I’d
feel.. or “I think...” This is different from student storytelling
in that the student doesn’t necessarily share personal experiences.
Student Response

When a student directly responds to a question put forth by the
teacher. However, the student doesn’t necessarily justify his/her
answer.

Student Storytelling

When a student relates his/her own personal experiences to the
class.

Student Value

When a student shares what he/she thinks is important regarding
the subject under study. This can be ascertained by the types of
questions he/she asks...

Student Volunteer

When a student volunteers to read or answer question, etc...

Student Work

The classroom teacher uses student work as a model or sample of
“good work” or for comparison purposes.

SSR

Sustained silent reading as done by the students

Teacher Emotional
Question

When the teacher asks affective questions about work, reading or
assignments - such as “How do you feel?” or “What are you
thinking?”

Teacher Feedback

Neither positive nor negative feedback; instruction to help clarify
thought patterns, etc... Has a matter-of-fact quality about it

Teacher Humor

When the teacher jokes with students about work or assignments.

Teacher Judgment

Teacher shares her view regarding student work—her perceptions
as a teacher are displayed. For example, “I was impressed with...”
or “Your work was awesome.”

Teacher Modeling

When the classroom teacher models what she expects the students
to also do.

Teacher asks cognitive questions about work or assignments ■■such
as asking factual questions, asking students to make predictions, or
asking students to summarize or paraphrase their learning.
Teacher Storytelling When the teacher relates her own personal experiences to the class.

Teacher Question

Teacher Summary

When the teacher paraphrases student’s thoughts - gets the last
word in. This might include sending students to other reference
materials, etc...

Teacher Value

Teacher tells students what she thinks is important to do or to
remember about an assignment or task. She shares her values or
expectations with the class.

Writing Artifacts

When students use story starters, notes, literature books, etc. .. to
help them get started in the writing process

Writing Choice

Students are able to choose their own writing topics

Writing Conference

A conference with the teacher, student teacher, or myself regarding
the content, subject matter, or sense-making of the piece. This
may also include editing suggestions, but doesn’t necessarily.

Writing from Head

When students begin writing a piece immediately—without any
help from story starters, etc.. During this time, they usually say,
“I don’t know how I came up with the idea, it just popped into my
head.”
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Curriculum and Classroom Environment Coding Categories
Curriculum Goals
Curriculum Definition"-' ---- -—. Teacher’s Philosophy
Curriculum Choice.
Past Teaching
Teacher’s Role..
Choice Limits
Choice Weaknesses
Choice Strengths
Individualization
High Students
Medium Students
Low Students
Affective Choice
Community Building
Peer Collaboration
Student Courtesy
Student Humor
Student Storytelling
Structure Choice
Teacher Humor
Teacher Storytelling

Teacher’s Beliefs on Choice
Organizing
Elements
Student Individualization

Affective Classroom
Environment

Individual Work
Partner/Small Group
Whole Class Work

Group Arrangement

Writing Choice
Writing Conference
Editing Conference
Peer Editing
Sharing
Writing to Learn
Spell Down

Writing Strategies

Reading Choice
Round RobinRead Aloud
Literature Books
Student Books
Dialogue Model

Reading Strategies

Organizing
Centers

Continuum of Choice Coding Categories
Clarifying Question
Grade
High Control
Homework
Off Task
Qualified Choice
Response Activity
Revised Work
Teacher Judgment
Teacher Modeling
Teacher Question
Teacher Summary
Teacher Value

Controlled Choice

Choice
Desk Arrangement
Medium Control
Open Ended Question
Real Life Connection
Student Input
Student Value
Student Work
Teacher Emotional Question

Framed Choice

Ambivalent
Assigned Research
Low Control
Negative Self Talk
Personal Goal
Personal Reading
Self Judgment
Student Ownership
Student Personal Reaction

Open Choice

Classroom Teacher’s Perception of Factors Affecting Choice Coding Categories
Curricular Limitations
Environmental Limitations
FlexibilityMaterials
Money Limitations
Real Literature

Factors Affecting Choice

Student Reading Profile Coding Categories
Actually Reading — -----------B ooks---------W ords--------

View of Reading

Individual Reading
Partner Reading
Group Reading
Dialogue Modeling---Expression ~
Friends ■
Reading"
Short A n sw ers^

Favorite Part
of Reading

Comfortable-------------------------Quiet

Reading
Environment

Book Choice
Book Cover
Book Length— -—
Book Sample ------------ ^
Peer Recom m endation^^^11^^
Personal I n te r e s t^ ^ ^
Summary

Choosing a Book

Literary Judgment ■
— —_____
Personal Association —
Physical Response • '

Transaction w/Text

Choice
Drama
Favorite B o o k s ^ \ \ .
Group Reading
How to Teach
High Control -----Medium C o n tro lj^ ^ H ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ Reading
Movie
---Small Group ^
Teacher Check ^
Teacher Summary ^

Student Writing Profile Coding Categories
Author
Handwriting
Stories-----Writing Tools
No Response'
Finisher1” ■ J "
Middle
Peer Fe
Self-Ed

View of
Writing

Favorite Part
of Writing

T o p ic -------Well-Done
Writing
Comfortable
Materials
Peers ——
Q u ie t---------- Comer _
Desk
Hallway
Home

Writing
Environment

Artifacts
\
Clarifying Q uestions'^
Experience
Freew rite-------- ZZZlI^'^ZZZ '^
Idea Description
^^ZZllS^ y ' Writing Topics
No Ideas
Peers
Personal Interest
Pops Into Head ^
Assigned Topics
Editing
Final Copy---No Ideas ---------- Writing Dislikes
Non-fiction
Physical A c t ^ ^ ^ Z Z ''^
Words
Writing ^

Student Writing Profile Coding Categories (continued)
Aut’
Che
Hig
Ind

’ ~

How to Teach
Writing
Ski
Tin
Var
Wr
Wrning ^nuice

Student Observations
w riling rru m n cau

Level
Peer I
Win

Spell Down
Choices

Spelling
Profile
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Literature Final Test
This is your opportunity to “Show what you Know” about reading. Your
“mission” is to create a number of products using your knowledge of the novels we have
read to this point: Where the Red Fern Grows. The Lottery Rose, and The Great Gilly
Hopkins.
1. Create a table of contents showing your products.
2. Create a Venn diagram comparing and contrasting two major characters in
two different novels, (personality, appearance, age, role in story, character
growth from beginning to end of story, etc.)
3. Create a triple Venn comparing and contrasting authors of the three major
novels we have read, (writing style, genre, writer’s crafts they have used,
themes chosen in their novels, etc.) or create a Chain Venn diagram
comparing and contrasting a number of characters from a variety of books you
have read this fall.
4. Choose any five characters from the novels we have read. Create 4 gradient
scales on the following topics: kindness, maturity, intelligence, and the most
devious, difficult, mean, or “dark” characters.
Example:
/ Maime Trotter
/ Mrs. Molly Harper
Kindness/ Sister Mary Angela
/ Miss Cressman
/ Little Ann
Use your imagination here, but remember you have to be able to argue your case
as to “why” you have chosen these characteristics in the order you have placed
them. You may choose to use other words to compare such as. humorous,
determined, athletic, curious etc. Use your good heads to come up with some
original characteristics.
5. Create a Yin Yang showing the differences between one character and
yourself or create a Yin Yang illustrating happy events that occurred in the
stories as opposed to sad events.
Quality work is expected in each of these projects!

BIOGRAPHY UNIT
PHASE 1:
Read 7 biographies and report — ____,_____, ____, ____, ____, ____, ____,
Meet in small “book clubs” to share your reports.
Write a brief report from a picture card. What qualities do positive leaders show
to others?
PHASE 2:
Choose a person to become for the “Living Museum.” __________________
Choose 3 sources:
__________, _____________________,
Research the following categories: birthplace and date, family life and stories
about upbringing; education, interests/hobbies, personal
accomplishments/contributions to society, miscellaneous.
Take notes on each of these categories in the form of phrases, not sentences. Be
careful not to use the language of the author, but rather put it into your own language.
IMPORTANT! Only record interesting facts that are significant to the life of your
character. Names of brothers/sisters, etc. and dates they were bom will put your audience
to sleep. Take time to be creative and interesting to your audience.
Research completed__________________________.
PHASE 3:
Monologue: Once your notes have been completed from your 3 sources, prepare
a 1 minute speech, as if you are that person. You will need:
1. a dynamic beginning! (Do not start with the date of birth!)
2. report only interesting facts in each category
3. think of props you could use to enrich your speech
4. find a costume that best fits your character
5.
Monologue completed:_________________________ .
PHASE 4:
Interview your 1st grade buddy.
Write and illustrate a biography.
story_____crossword_____ front cover_____ back cover
pop-up page____ computer scan for author page_____
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SIXTH GRADE READING RECORD
Name of Book
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28 .
29.
30.

Author

Genre

Rating

Date
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